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PAUL BERMAN

Preface

he ancient Athenians used to ostracize anyone who was

deemed to pose a political danger or was accused of a

crime, and this custom was democratic and wise. Ostracism

was democratic because the citizens were called upon

to vote, and ostracism was wise because, by sending the

troublemakers out of town, it kept the peace. Still, I have
always loved the story that Plutarch tells about the illiterate fool who voted
to ostracize Aristides the Just and, when asked why he would do such a thing,
explained that he was sick and tired of hearing Aristides called “the Just.”
Plutarch was ever attuned to the human eccentricities, and he wants us to
notice that low rancor and the occasional impulse to damage society enter
sometimes even into the most thoughtful of customs. And he draws a moral.
He knows that sooner or later we ourselves, his readers, will be solemnly
requested to join in banning someone from civilized company. He wants
us to pause and ask, “That famously stupid Athenian voter—that person
couldn’t be me, could it?”

The modern version of Athenian ostracism 1s known as the boycott. The
word itself, “boycott,” comes from nineteenth-century Ireland, where the
Land League demanded that everyone shun a landlord’s agent of ill repute
who happened to be named Captain Boycott. But the concept and even the
word—"‘boycotter” in French, “boicotear” in Spanish, and so forth—long
ago ascended into universal acceptance. People organize boycotts in order to
level accusations and mobilize their supporters. The ostensible purpose is to
exert an economic pressure. But a boycott’s larger purpose has always been to
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convey a sense of moral opprobrium, which, if enough people will only join
in conveying it, may exert pressures of a deeper sort.To lose a few customers
because someone has mounted a boycott against you and your business can
be a misfortune. But to be shunned by people you respect, to be treated as a
contemptible person, to discover that your equals and colleagues decline to
enter into even the coolest and most professional of relations with you—this
can be unbearable. And so, a popular and well-conducted boycott can end up
wielding a mysterious power. Normally the effects take a while to become
apparent. Boycotts are not supposed to go on forever, though. They are sup-
posed to be practical. Either they work, or fail to work. They resemble labor
strikes, in that respect. And yet, in the years since Captain Boycott, there is at
least one example of a boycott that has failed to work, and, even so, has gone
on forever, as if drawing on inexhaustible sources of rancor and rage.

This is the boycott against the State of Israel and its antecedent, the
early Zionist settlements in Palestine, which has got to be, by now, the oldest
continuous-running boycott in the history of the world—or, at minimum,
the oldest boycott that has called itself a boycott. The anti-Israel boycott
enjoys a further distinction. It appears to have been, over the generations,
the world’s most popular boycott, even if, from time to time, its popularity
has bobbed up and down, now revitalized, now half-forgotten, in one region
or another—the most popular of boycotts, judged by how many hundreds
of millions of people appear to be its supporters even now. Still another
distinction: the anti-Israel boycott has proved to be, ideologically speaking,
the world’s most adaptable boycott—a boycott that, without the slightest
embarrassment, changes its costume every few years in order to present itself
as Muslim, Christian, supernaturalist, right-wing, left-wing, liberal, secular,
and sometimes all of the above, multi-striped, quite as if no single doctrine
or philosophy or theology or geographical perspective, but only the lot of
them ensemble, could possibly sum up the justifications for conducting the
boycott, so various are Israel’s sins. The several extraordinary traits that attach
to this most singular of boycotts raise a question, which I will put here. To
wit, do the exceptional aspects of the anti-Israel boycott, its duration, popu-
larity, and ideological chameleonism, derive from the boycott’s target—from
an exceptionally evil or iniquitous quality that somehow inheres to Israel and
its place in the world? Israel—does it deserve its fate? Or—the other possibil-
ity—do the peculiarities of the boycott reflect, instead, certain eccentricities
of human nature that, if Plutarch were among us, might attract his bemused
and disdainful attention?

The argument in favor of boycotting Israel and the Zionists has gone
through, by my calculation, three main phases or waves, with a fourth phase
presently floating in our direction. The earliest of these phases, back in the
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1920s and ‘30s, was simple, practical, and Palestinian—an Arab boycott of the
Jews, intended to put up a fight against the tide of Jewish refugees that was
beginning to rival and outrival the Palestinian Arabs for control of the land.
This was a boycott that, if anyone had been in a mood to work out a com-
promise between the two populations, might have conferred a much-needed
negotiators’ advantage on the Palestinian leaders. The spirit of the age did not
smile on people who attempted negotiations, however, and the argument for
a boycott entered its second phase more or less simultaneously with the first.

The second phase was more than regional. It was international, and it
rested on supernaturalist doctrines about the Jews and their cosmic menace
to the world. The 1920s and ‘30s were an era of anti-Jewish boycotts in
several parts of the world, sometimes secular, sometimes Catholic, and in all
of those places the analytic tendency underlying the boycotts ascribed to the
Jews a sinister and not-quite human plan to dominate the world, as described
in The Protocols of the Elders of Zion or sundry other documents with similar
themes, unto The International Jew: The World’s Foremost Problem, which was
Henry Ford’s American contribution to the literature. And the same super-
naturalist interpretation of Jewish power and evil, except with an Islamic
twist, took root among the Palestinian leaders, or at least the most influential
of them, which proved to be a hugely unfortunate development for Jews and
Palestinians alike. The anti-Jewish boycott in the Middle East, when it spread
outward from Palestine to the wider Arab world—Cairo, 1936, the Muslim
Brotherhood in command, riots in the streets—rested all too firmly on the
supernaturalist argument, with its peculiar and fateful fusion of European
conspiracy theory and Islamic tradition.

In the years after the Second World War, an anti-imperialist aspect within
the boycott’s justification began to loom a little more prominently. In this
next phase of the argument, the old Nazi idea, which regarded Zionism
as a plot against the Europeans, was turned upside down, and Zionism was
accused, instead, of being a European plot, directed against everyone else for
the purpose of maintaining the system of European imperialism. Third World
solidarity, together with the need to protect Islam from the diabolical Jewish
conspiracy, became the boycott’s fundamental appeal, now under the admin-
istration of the Arab League. The anti-imperialist side of the new argument
proved to be fairly convincing, too, here and there around the world, perhaps
with a little help from the oil exporters. Only, in sketching these phases of the
argument, I do not mean to ascribe too much simplicity or logic to the argu-
ments or to the progress that led from one phase to the next. Certain of the
supernaturalist arguments against Zionism and the Jews collapsed when the
Nazis collapsed. Post-war Vatican reforms put an end to certain others. Some
of the force in the anti-imperialist argument against Israel drained away when
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the Soviet Union drained away. The boycott itself, in its commercial aspects,
went into decline.

And vyet, as if to demonstrate that not every new step in the world of
ideas is a forward step, the supernaturalist argument for a boycott of Israel
underwent a revival, late-twentieth century. The Islamist revolution in Iran
brought this about, and the revival grew stronger yet with the success of
the Muslim Brotherhood, under the name of Hamas, among a portion of
the Palestinians. It is daunting to consider that a document as barbarous as
the Hamas charter, from 1988, could figure significantly in the political and
cultural developments of our own moment—the Hamas charter, with its
intermingled citations to The Protocols of the Elders of Zion and Islamic scrip-
ture and its call to murder the Jews. And yet, Hamas and its ideas do play a
role in world affairs, and they play a role even in the politics of European
book fairs and book prizes, and maybe they play more of a role in our own
high-minded American debates than we like to imagine.

And just now has come the newest or fourth phase of the pro-boycott
argument, which if you are a professor, has been filling your own mail slot
at the office for the past few seasons. This is the argument that begins by
likening Zionism to the old Afrikaner ultra-right in apartheid South Africa,
and goes on to appeal to the liberal principles of human rights and the legacy
of the anti-apartheid boycott of thirty or forty years ago. This newest of
phases is the occasion for the book that you hold in your hands. And the
newest of phases gives rise to still another question. This newest argument
for the old boycott, as promoted by all kinds of bookish people and artists
in the liberal countries and at the universities—can this newest argument be
reliably distinguished from the older arguments? From a practical standpoint,
can someone participate in the proposed new boycott without participating
willy-nilly in the supernaturalist boycott, as well? Or does some fundamental
accord underlie all of these arguments for boycotting Israel, which makes it
impossible to disentangle the latest of arguments from its predecessors?

I note that, among the proponents of the anti-Israel boycott in its latest
version, everyone seems to be obsessed with this question—with the need,
from the boycotters’ perspective, to distinguish their own call for a boycott
from the still-vigorous arguments of the long-ago past. And everyone appears
to have settled on a method for drawing the distinction. The method consists
of proposing a partial boycott, instead of a total boycott. A nuanced boycott,
instead of a blunt boycott. Only, the proponents have not been able to figure
out how to define the nuance. No two boycott committees or leaders have
been able to agree on this point. Some people advocate boycotting Israeli
products manufactured in West Bank settlements, but not products manufac-
tured behind the 1967 borders—a geographical nuance, which at least is easy
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to describe. Among the proponents of a strictly academic boycott, some peo-
ple want to boycott the Israeli academic institutions, but not the individual
academics who comprise the institutions—a puzzling nuance. At one of the
American academic conferences, the boycott proponents decided to give up
on boycotting altogether in favor of voting for a protest on the tiny question
of Israel’s travel visas and how they apply to academics. Some boycotters insist
that, in favoring an academic boycott of Israel, they do not wish to restrict
academic freedom per se, only the freedom of academics to associate with
their Israeli colleagues. Some people favor boycotting Israeli academics who
fail to make political statements that are deemed to be suitable, but do not
wish to boycott Israeli academics who speak suitably—a dictatorial nuance.
An argument has been advanced for boycotting Israeli university presidents,
except for university presidents who agree not to invoke their university
affiliations—a ridiculous nuance. The Presbyterian Church (to site a non-
academic instance) has voted to divest from certain corporations that do
business with Israel, but stipulates that, in divesting, the church has not joined
the larger movement to divest—an organizational nuance. And so on, with
further examples to be found among the essays in this book.

It is to laugh. Plutarch smiles. And yet, you can see what the people
who draw these distinctions are hoping to do. They are trying to convince
themselves or the world that, in coming up with their own contemporary
and academic variations on the old anti-Israel boycott, they have found a way
to pursue a campaign that is modern and progressive, and not a campaign
that is disgraceful and retrograde. A good boycott, and not a bad one. Their
search for the perfect nuance is commendable, though I have the feeling they
will never get it right. In any case, as I run my eye down the list of proposed
nuances and distinctions, it strikes me that even the people who are keenest
on reviving the anti-Israel boycott appear to recognize that something about
their own project is not quite what it should be and requires a bit of fine
tuning. To which I respond by observing that, it even the people who favor
the boycott feel a little uncomfortable about it, what do you suppose is the
judgment of their opponents, who stand in adamant opposition?

The Case Against the Academic Boycott of Israel supplies the answer to this
question. The twenty-five essays, together with the introduction, are shrewd
and analytical, but they are also scathing. Certain of the essays are marvel-
ously subtle and sophisticated in regard to specifically academic themes, as in
the crucial discussion of academic freedom. One of the arguments, though,
which crops up in different versions throughout the book, takes us outside
the university gates, and, in doing so, makes its way to the heart of the contro-
versy. This is the argument about holding Israel to a double standard—though
I have discovered that anyone who even broaches the question of Israel and
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double standards is likely to ignite a ferocious debate, which you may have
noticed, too. I will transcribe an example:

A Boycotter: Double standards? Excuse me, this is the phony issue
that is always raised when someone wishes to denounce a social wrong.
I want to protest against Israel’s unjust treatment of the Palestinians, and
you reply by pointing to North Korea.

A Gentle Critic of the Boycott: But what is phony about observ-
ing that Israel is scarcely the worst place on earth?

Boycotter: It is because you can always point to someplace worse.
“What about Congo? What about Tibet?” This should not prevent us
from addressing injustice when we see it.

Gentle Critic: But the double standards that single out Israel are
not anything routine or ordinary. Anti-Zionism is a madness. The worst
crimes that have ever been committed against Arabs in the modern
world, judged by any statistic you choose, have been committed by fanat-
ics of the anti-Zionist cause: the Baath Party, the Islamists. Surely you see
this. Look at Syria!

Boycotter: There you go again. If someone wishes to denounce vio-
lence in Syria, I applaud. Still, I have taken as my own concern the
oppression of Palestinians by Israel.

Gentle Critic: But don'’t you see that, by joining so many millions
of people all over the world in dwelling on this one issue, you have
enrolled in a worldwide pathology. Ninety years of boycotts against Israel
and Zionists and Jews—you don’t see a problem there? Or never mind
the boycott. Look at the United Nations General Assembly resolutions
against Israel. At the ghastly United Nations Commission on Human
Rights, which proved to be so obsessed with Israel it needed to be
replaced with a Human Rights Council, whose obsessions turn out to
be just as severe. Haven’t you glanced at the resolutions of one politi-
cal convention after another around the world during these last many
decades, aimed overwhelmingly against a single country. Is the pattern
really invisible to you? A maniacal harping on Israel.

Boycotter: Maybe those harpings have a point. Anyway, I do not have
to accept responsibility for every disagreeable UN resolution that has
ever been passed.

Gentle Critic: And your own comrades in promoting the boycott?
Haven’t you noticed that some of your comrades are a bit crazed on
Zionist themes? Faintly medieval, if I may put it that way.

Boycotter: Your every remark is designed to deflect the valuable
human-rights protest I wish to make. When you aren’t pointing at Syria,
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you are pointing at the Middle Ages. You are the one who declines to
look oppression in the face.
A more ferocious critic of the boycott breaks into the discussion.

Ferocious Critic: You speak about human rights, but your professed
concern is a fake. The point about Syria is not a trivial point. One of the
peculiar consequences of the anti-Zionist mania is to render invisible
the vastest sufferings of the Arab people. Nor 1s anything in your cam-
paign designed realistically to help the Palestinians. You even half-way
recognize the oddity of your position, which is why you try so hard to
distinguish your own proposed anti-Israel boycott from boycotts of the
past. But your proposed boycott is merely a continuation of the old and
the obscurantist. You are encouraging the world to remain mesmerized
by a fear of terrible and supernatural forces plotting against Islam or the
Arab world or whatever. And why are you doing this?

Boycotter: Yes, why?

Ferocious Critic: The Gentle Critic accused you just now of sub-
jecting Israel to an unfair double standard—a forgiving standard for other
countries, an exacting standard for Israel. I accuse you of no such paltry
thing. I think you have launched your boycott against Israel because,
somewhere in your thinking, you do believe that Israel is the world’s
most sinister and dangerous country. Israel’s most extreme enemies are
crazily fixated on their hatred, as if Israel were a cancer that needed to be
rooted out—a characteristic phrase. And you, too, seem to be fixated.You
have fallen into the ghastliest intellectual trap of the last hundred years.
You and Henry Ford! Somehow you have concluded, along with Ford,
that Jews, or at least the Jews of the Middle East, are, in Ford’s phrase,“the
world’s foremost problem.” That is why your boycott participates in the
world’s foremost boycott. There is no other logic to what you are doing.
At minimum, you have been stampeded by the many millions of people
who do accept the supernaturalist logic. Your own contribution consists
of trying to put a sane face on an old insanity.

Boycotter: This is no longer an argument. This is name-calling. The
purpose of your intervention, Ferocious Critic, 1s to shut me up. To
silence me. And, by the way, I have noticed that anytime the proponents
of a boycott against Israel open their mouths, the Zionist heavies go
into action to stifle the debate. It is not just the Palestinians who are
oppressed. It is the rest of us!

Ferocious Critic: I do not wish to stifle debate. I wish to open it up.
In my opinion, the debate over boycotting Israel would be advanced if
you and everyone else would agree to say, at last, what you really mean.



PREFACE 11

Just now I myself have said what I really mean. Why don’t you do like-
wise? Maybe you have already begun, with your theory that Zionists are
trying to shut you up. If only you would lay out your true opinions in
full, the sight of them might shock you into rethinking your position...

But I will not try to resolve the debate. Instead, I welcome you to The
Case Against Academic Boycotts of Israel, edited by Nelson and Brahm, with
contributions from a couple dozen other people, all of whom disagree with
one another and with me on one point or another, and all of whom are

admirable. H



CARY NELSON

Introduction

We live in an age in which millions of people are exposed
daily to some variant of the argument that the challenges of
the world they live in are best explained in terms of ‘Israel.’

—David Nirenberg

he international Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions
(BDS) movement is the most influential current version
of a long-term effort to delegitimate the State of Israel.
Many of BDS’s most prominent advocates support an
agenda that would bring Israel’s Jewish identity to an end
by allowing the Palestinians who fled the new State of
Israel in 1948 to return, along with their millions of descendants, thereby
replacing the Jewish state with an Arab-dominated country. While BDS
takes no official position on the Palestinian “Right of Return,” the fact
that BDS’s key advocates, along with all major Palestinian groups, insist on
honoring the principle means that all who join the movement are effectively
promoting the dissolution of the Jewish state whether or not that is their
intention. BDS’s recruitment strategy opens with a demand for justice and
the right for political self-determination for Palestinians on the West Bank,
then migrates to the comprehensive rejection of Israel’s right to exist, to its
“ongoing, sixty-five-year theft of Palestinian land” (Abowd 169). As BDS
advocate Steven Salaita announces, “Israel’s soul died in the moment of its
invention” (10). People may comfort themselves by supposing that references

12
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to “Palestinian land” refer only to the West Bank, but the fundamental claim
is that Palestinians should control all of Palestine.

BDS’s organizational incarnation and set of strategies originated in goals
outlined in the summer of 2001 at the United Nation’s World Conference
Against Racism. Instead of focusing on problems of racism throughout the
world, however, the event developed largely into a focused attack on Israel
and promoted the claim that Israel was an “apartheid state” exercising racist
policies against the Palestinian people. Though that actual language was with-
drawn from the text approved by the conference, a parallel meeting of NGOs
adopted language equating Zionism with racism, language that had been
withdrawn from the main meeting when the United States, Israel, and other
nations objected. Both meetings took place in Durban, South Africa, the first
from August 31st to September 8, the second (the NGO forum) from August
28th to September 9th. Two days later, of course, more than 3,000 people
died when the World Trade Center in New York City was destroyed, the
Pentagon severely damaged, and an airliner brought down in Pennsylvania.
Those events overshadowed the Durban meetings and limited the publicity
they received.

The first BDS campaign in the US thus didn’t begin until a February
2002 petition drive urging the University of California to sell (divest itself of)
stock held in companies deemed as benefiting from their relationship with
the Jewish state. That spring and fall divestment drives followed at Columbia,
Harvard, MIT, Princeton, and elsewhere. They all failed, but the publicity
generated helped fuel BDS in the long term. Both then and since, these
drives are highly divisive, generating mutual antagonism, accusations, and
acrimonious debate on campus. BDS supporters target universities because
faculty and students can become passionate about justice, sometimes without
adequate knowledge about the facts and consequences. Like other targeted
institutions in civil society, universities also offer the potential for small num-
bers of BDS activists to leverage institutional status and reputation for a more
significant cultural and political impact. Campus divestment campaigns were
launched again in 2009 and 2010, among them another Berkeley effort. They
continued through 2014 and are likely to be ongoing.

Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP), a national group that claims about
100 campus chapters, was established at Berkeley in 2001 to support the BDS
movement, frequently by urging student government bodies to adopt divest-
ment resolutions. The group has an activist history that includes not only
organizing anti-Israel rallies but also organizing occasional building occupa-
tions and demonstrations that interrupt pro-Israel campus lectures. SJP has
also been energetic in using social media to advance the BDS agenda. Their
2014 divestment campaigns included actions at DePaul University, University
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of California at Davis, University of Michigan, University of New Mexico,
and University of Washington. Even when these campaigns fail, as most do to
date, however, they typically succeed at attracting new student recruits to the
BDS cause. Some of those students carry their anti-Israel convictions with
them into their eventual careers.

Northeastern University banned SJP for a year in 2014 for actions
that crossed the line between advocacy and intimidation. SJP’s 2014 tactics
included delivering fake eviction notices to Jewish students and others at an
NYU dormitory to “draw attention to the reality that Palestinians confront
on a daily basis” and a campaign to pressure candidates for student govern-
ment office at UCLA to sign pledges not to take sponsored trips to Israel
from organizations deemed pro-Israel. Jewish students of course felt espe-
cially targeted in the NYU case; the UCLA strategy amounted to a coercive
personal and institutional blacklist, as well as an eftort to limit academic free-
dom and freedom of association and to block student access to perspectives
SJP dislikes. SJP also harassed two UCLA student government members by
triggering a hearing to determine if their trip to Israel meant they should be
disqualified from voting on a BDS resolution. Divestment campaigns have
also focused on companies doing business in Israel, along with pension funds
and financial institutions investing in Israel, urging them to cease doing so,
once again because a prominent company name can leverage a great amount
of publicity.

There is now more than a decade of international history behind these
initiatives. The Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott
of Israel (PACBI) was launched in Ramallah on the West Bank in April 2004
and joined the BDS campaign the following year, with incarnations world-
wide, including the US Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott
of Israel (USACBI). In July 2004 the General Assembly of the Presbyterian
Church in the US approved a divestment plan, but the membership as a whole
rescinded the plan in a decisive vote (483 to 28) two years later. Efforts to
revive the plan continue to the present day, with the Israel Palestine Mission
Network of the Presbyterian Church publishing a fiercely anti-Zionist book-
let, Zionism Unsettled, in 2014. In June of that year the Presbyterian Church’s
biennial General Assembly voted 310 to 303 to divest from stock in three
American companies that sell Israel products used to implement administra-
tion of the West Bank. But supporters of the motion could only achieve their
narrow victory by reaffirming support for a two-state solution, distancing
themselves from the overall BDS agenda, and disavowing Zionism Unsettled.
In July 2005 an alliance of 171 Palestinian organizations had called for BDS
action against Israel, a date many BDS groups like to credit as their moment
of origin, since it lets them claim they are answering a call from Palestinian
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civil society, even though the campaign was already four years old at that
point. The Palestinian BDS National Committee (BNC) was inaugurated in
Ramallah in November 2007 to coordinate BDS activities with Palestinian
NGOs and networks.

The year 2005 also saw the emergence of “Isracli Apartheid Week,” a
mixture of rallies, lectures, exhibits, and film showings inaugurated in Toronto
to support the BDS agenda and ideology. Now generally organized by cam-
pus groups and held in February or March, it may also include oft-campus
events. Locations in 2014 include over a hundred cities worldwide. MIT’s
Noam Chomsky has spoken at a number of Israeli Apartheid Week events,
as has British historian Ilan Pappé. Some campuses, including my own in
2014, saw the erection of a huge “apartheid wall” in their central gathering
space to highlight the week’s events and their anti-Israel activism in a highly
visible way. Although publicity for IAW events has often been limited to local
coverage, the choice of the name was obviously designed to be provocative,
disturbing, and a media draw.

The most difficult BDS goal to implement is the “S” in BDS, which
refers to sanctions that nations or groups of nations might carry out against
Israel. That requires considerable political clout. Far easier to pursue and often
enough successful are cultural boycotts of arts and humanities events, which
can be limited to pressuring one artist or speaker to cancel an Israeli tour,
performance, or lecture. Those campaigns can be particularly brutal when
they target a single person. The theoretical physicist Stephen Hawking can-
celed a 2013 wvisit to Israel following a public campaign to persuade him.Yet
the poet Joy Harjo gave a reading in Tel Aviv despite considerable criticism
from the Native American community. Elvis Costello and R oger Waters can-
celled Israeli concerts, but Leonard Cohen, Elton John, Bob Dylan, Madonna,
Justin Bieber, and the Rolling Stones refused to do so. The director Ken
Loach pulled his film Looking for Eric from the Melbourne Film Festival in
2009 after discovering Israel was a cosponsor. In 2011 protestors disrupted a
performance of the Israeli Philharmonic Orchestra at London’s Albert Hall.
In 2012 the American writer Alice Walker declined to authorize a Hebrew
translation of her novel The Color Purple. In 2014, however, the actress Scarlett
Johansson refused despite pressure to end her advertising relationship with
the Israeli company Sodastream. But such BDS efforts are guaranteed to
continue, in part because even failed ad hominem pressure campaigns gain
publicity and lead other people to ask “Why?”

In 2014 PACBI organized protests against the joint Israeli-Palestinian
project Heartbeat, which has used music to bring both peoples together and
build trust. PACBI considers Heartbeat an unacceptable effort to normal-
ize relations, which is so far the only argument specific to cultural boycotts
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that has been advanced. Most of those promoting cultural boycotts see no
need to reflect on what is lost in the process, given that cultural boycotts
can affect broad public audiences. Since there aren’t any symphonies and
art museums doing military research, the marginal arguments used to justify
boycotting universities as complicit in state power do not apply to arts insti-
tutions. The humanistic outreach, vision, and aesthetic ambition central to
the arts is simply expendable. In the end, like universities, they are basically
targets of opportunity. A major BDS victory took place in January 2014
when the opening of a UNESCO-sponsored exhibition on the 3,500-year
history of Jews in Palestine was cancelled after Arab nations lodged a protest
against it. Organized by the Simon Wiesenthal Center in conjunction with
the Canadian government, the exhibit had been curated and was ready to
open in Paris. Cancelling such events means that opportunities for dialogue,
mutual appreciation, and understanding are lost. So too are impulses to seck
solutions that grow out of cultural contexts. Even the campaigns to cancel
arts and humanities events can turn them into fraught political arenas, which
is of course precisely the BDS intention.

Another BDS strategy, boycotts of Israeli industries and products, has a
history long predating BDS itself, having been a concerted eftort by Arab
nations begun when Israel announced its statechood and continuing into the
1950s. And the first Arab boycott of Jews in Palestine, though on a much
smaller scale, dates from 1921. Most boycotts have failed, but in recent years
modest boycotts of West Bank products (or additional tariffs levied on them)
have met with some success in the European Union and elsewhere. At the
same time, Buycott campaigns urging people to purchase products targeted for
boycotts have worked well. As we detail in this book, BDS’s academic boycott
campaigns began in Britain and migrated to the US.

Although nearly 300 college or university presidents issued statements
opposing academic boycotts in 2007 and over 250 did so again in 2014—
and although every major multidisciplinary academic organization that has
addressed the issue opposes them as well—faculty members in at least some
disciplines continue to approve them as a political strategy. Proposals to boy-
cott universities continue to receive faculty support and publicity in the press,
and have a potential impact on public opinion and perhaps eventually even
on national policy. As the essays that follow will show, they have begun to
shape the professional conduct of committed advocates.

Yet there remains no single place for higher education professionals or
educated members of the general public to go to find either detailed schol-
arly essays critiquing boycott advocacy and the BDS movement of which it
is a part. There is thus also no convenient place to go to find the appropri-
ate background information relevant to informed reflection on boycott and
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BDS opposition. We have edited this book to meet that need, in part by
setting academic boycotts within the political and historical context of the
broad BDS agenda. Doing so has generated a substantial volume that can
serve as a lasting resource for all interested in what is certain to remain a
contentious issue.

A number of recent pro-BDS books argue for the ultimate BDS solu-
tion—dissolution of the Jewish state. These include single-author books by
Omar Barghouti and Judith Butler, along with such edited collections as the
Case for Sanctions Against Israel (2012) and Deconstructing Zionism (2013), along
with several of the essays in The Imperial University (2014). There are also a
large number of general books either supportive or severely critical of Israel.
But ours is the first collection of essays to critique the boycott campaign and
the philosophy of the BDS movement.

We have not staged a pro and con debate about academic boycotts,
though many of the essays here quote or summarize pro-boycott arguments
and respond to them in detail. Our experience at many confrontational
public boycott debates is that they produce polemical papers that generate
more heat than light, hardening positions and too often promoting incivility.
Longer essays written in a more scholarly style, we have found, can promote
rational discussion. We have thus produced a book that people can both agree
and disagree with but primarily by engagement with thoughtful and well-
supported arguments.

That does not mean that our contributors do not have strong opinions.
They do. When faculty members address divisive topics toward which they
feel a significant responsibility or wish to help shape academic or public
opinion, they may advocate for a particular position in their professional pub-
lications. Everyone in this collection is opposed to academic boycotts. That
is part of what unifies the book. Should proponents of academic boycotts
choose to edit a competing collection, adding to the pro-BDS books that
already exist, they are certainly free to do so.That said, this book is not single-
mindedly about boycotts. Some contributors are more broadly concerned
with the cultural and political forces that have made boycott advocacy part of
both academic life and contemporary culture. These essays provide context
often absent in the polemics surrounding the BDS movement.

There is one and only one country, Israel, that is the object of an interna-
tional effort to boycott its universities. That fact brings a significant number
of nation-specific historical and cultural concerns into play, along with a con-
siderable amount of factual information that is either explicitly or implicitly
at issue in boycott debates. Once again, there is no one place to go to find the
most important relevant information that should inform contemporary dis-
cussion. One might well argue that only a full bookshelf could fill that need.
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Historical knowledge can always be pursued in greater depth. We have tried,
however, to provide critical information, while directing readers where to
seek further detail. Moreover, our list of online resources includes a number
of pro-boycott papers and all major pro-boycott web sites so readers can eas-
ily access substantial pro-boycott material. References to pro-boycott books
offer still further resources. This book provides a sound basis for discussing
proposed boycotts of Israel as well as a model of what people should know
if another country becomes the focus of an academic and cultural boycott
campaign.

Our contributors, predictably, have varied takes on Israeli society, and
they have different positions on elements of Israeli policy, as well as differ-
ences of opinion about the approaches that can and should be taken to limit
the BDS movement’s impact on American campuses. Not all, for example,
would endorse legal remedies to limit speech that may produce a hostile
environment. Some of the contributors are Israeli citizens. Others have
spent considerable time there. Despite their differences, however, they are
broadly unified in support of a two-state solution, both because they want
Palestinians in the West Bank to be voting citizens of their own independent
country, able to define their own society and shape their own destiny, and
because they believe Israel cannot honor its democratic principles while it
exercises control over a non-voting population. The book is also unified by
a conviction that Palestinians will never be freed by efforts to promote one
state with an Arab majority encompassing both Israel and the West Bank.
BDS eftorts to demonize and delegitimate Israel will only promote a hostile
stalemate. The BDS agenda thus offers no realistic hope of freedom for West
Bank Palestinians and no hope of return for those in the Palestinian diaspora.

BDS advocates, however, show no sign of either reflecting on or ques-
tioning their agenda and their tactics. Instead we are certain to see an increas-
ing number of strategies put in place. Steven Salaita recently proposed a basic
set of options for faculty BDS activism:

One needn’t be a firebrand or provocateur in order to support BDS.
It’s possible to maintain a low profile and still contribute. Here are some
suggestions I hope accommodate the shy and brash alike:

* Endorse the call to boycott from USACBI, the US Campaign for
the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel.

o Attend relevant events on campus. Ask questions. The mere
existence of supportive people makes the work of BDS easier.

* Encourage your students and colleagues to attend panels and
presentations that might provide less conventional points of view
about Palestine.
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» Express support to student activists, even if only privately. They
need faculty backing. They don’t always receive it.

* Vote in the elections of scholarly associations. Various referenda
about Palestine have been presented across numerous disciplines
for member approval in the past ten years, with many more to
come. A low percentage of membership traditionally participates
in these elections.Voting is a virtually risk-free way to provide an
impact. Also: help elect officers favorable to BDS.

* Propose a boycott or divestment resolution to your faculty senate.
It might not get very far, but it will force acknowledgment of
the university’s complicity in the occupation and other Israeli
abuses.You’ll also be amused by breathtaking displays of indignant
dissimulation.

* Work with the local Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP) chapter
or its equivalent.

* Organize an event to generate better understanding of why BDS
is an appropriate response to Israeli colonization.

¢ Investigate your schools study abroad program. If there is an
arrangement with an Israeli university, it may contravene your
school’s anti-discrimination policies because Arab or Muslim
students could be denied the opportunity to participate due to
Israel’s systematic discrimination at the borders it controls.

* Hold your university accountable to its inclusionary rhetoric as it
pertains to the suppression of Palestinian voices.

e Write an article for your campus paper, or for a national
publication. There is much interest in BDS these days.

Instead of encouraging faculty to challenge students to honor the
standards of behavior that have guided the academy for decades, this pro-
gram gives faculty a quiet way to promote antagonistic student activism.
Meanwhile, Salaita assures BDS advocates that any effort to disagree with
them should be read as suppression and a violation of their rights: “Israel’s
supporters, as they have illustrated for many decades, are perfectly content to
rely on suppression as long as it can effectively preserve their colonial fetish,
no matter how many constitutional rights they destroy.”

We offer this book as a resource to bring reason, history, and sound
information to campuses confronting this BDS agenda. The opening section
of the book gathers contributions about the principles and motives at stake
in academic boycotts, referencing the campaign to boycott Israeli universities
as appropriate. Martha Nussbaum deliberately sets aside the Israeli example in
order to look at relevant common principles and alternative possible boycott
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targets. Russell Berman asks what specific disabling contradictions are
embodied in proposals to boycott universities and what damage to academic
freedom can result if they are adopted. Cary Nelson documents the general
complexity that both definitions and applications of academic freedom must
confront before addressing some of the specific problems with academic boy-
cotts. Gabriel Noah Brahm and Asaf Romirowsky ask us to reflect on what
the real goals of the BDS movement must be, since its leaders must realize
their stated aim of organizing effective boycotts is unachievable. BDS instead,
they demonstrate, secks broadly to delegitimate Israel, while encouraging its
student followers to identify themselves as victims instead of learning critical
analytical skills. Emily Budick, citing Emerson, calls for boycott supporters
not only to inform themselves about the ethical and political implications of
their position but also to reflect on their own country’s human rights record;
at the same time, she offers a detailed analysis of both BDS reasoning and
Omar Barghouti’s arguments in its favor. Throughout this section, indeed,
issues of academic freedom or responsible professionalism predominate. The
long-term risk in political efforts to constrain or compromise academic free-
dom is that our very definition of academic freedom will change as a result,
with implications well beyond any potential impact on Palestinian and Israeli
faculty members and institutions.

The second section concentrates on the most widely publicized academ-
ic boycott resolution to have been adopted to date, the resolution approved
by the American Studies Association in December 2013. Sharon Musher
gives a participant’s chilling account of how the ASA struggle developed over
time and how the vote unfolded at the organization’s annual meeting. David
Hirsch undertakes a careful point-by-point analysis of the ASA resolution.
Michael Bérubé addresses the broader political implications of ASA’s agenda.

The third section of the book looks closely at the segments of the
American left that have joined the BDS movement, examining both aims
and motives, and asking what has been gained and lost in political impact as
a result. In an important essay from 2003, Ellen Willis observed that being ““a
surrogate for American power contributes to its [Israel’s] symbolic impor-
tance as a target,” a position that is now an overt part of BDS advocate
arguments. At the time, Willis said that “the mainstream of contemporary
political anti-Zionism does not oppose nationalism as such, but rather defines
the conflict as bad imperialist nationalism versus the good liberationist kind.”
Some make that distinction explicitly, but for many others it remains an
unacknowledged contradiction: they decry all nationalisms yet advocate for
Palestinian statehood. In any case, as she adds, the “left animus toward Israel
is not a simple, self-evident product of the facts,” despite the BDS tendency
to claim it is.
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Increasingly, BDS tries to package opposition to Israel with other pro-
gressive commitments. Thus Gianni Vattimo announces in his 2013 contri-
bution to Deconstructing Zionism that “by now anti-Zionism is synonymous
with leftist world politics” (18). On the University of Minnesota Press web-
site, Sunaina Maira, coeditor of The Imperial University (2014), declares that
the ASA’s academic boycott “resolution was not just a litmus test of where
American studies scholars stood on the question of Palestine, but an index
of the ASA’s progressive politics and the intellectual shifts in the field to a
more inclusive intellectual and political space . . . the support for the boycott
emerged in the context of the growing centrality of antiracist and anti-impe-
rial scholarship within the ASA.” Having convinced people that all major
progressive commitments are interconnected—that you cannot be anti-racist
unless you are anti-Zionist—you then have to persuade people that an overall
progressive agenda cannot move forward without first dismantling the State
of Israel. Anti-Zionism becomes the necessary precondition of all other pro-
gressive commitments.

One problem that BDS faces in this regard is that a secure case can be
made for what are obviously progressive elements of Israeli society itself, such
as its gay friendly laws and the vibrant gay scene in Tel Aviv. Enter as a result
the concept of “pinkwashing,” meaning supposed efforts to whitewash Israeli
West Bank practices by praising the freedoms gays have in Israel proper. Of
course people regularly compare Israeli society’s tolerance with the misogynist
and homophobic character of a number of Arab cultures. Jasbir Puar argues
that “the production of the ‘Israeli gay tolerance/Palestinian homophobia’
binary is a recognized discursive tactic” (286), which it certainly is, but that
doesn’t mean the binary isn’t based in reality. Like all verbal formulations, it
is necessarily discursively constructed, but it isn’t a fabrication. Moreover,
the argument that admiration for Israel’s gay culture distracts us from Israel’s
violence against Palestinians collapses if you apply the same logic to other
countries. Unless, for example, you think it is useful to say that praise for the
US Bill of Rights distracts us from the ever more disastrous consequences of
the war in Iraq. Comparisons between Israel and other area countries are an
important and appropriate way of understanding both the individual nations
and the differences between them. BDS would prefer to delegitimate all such
comparisons.

Thomas Abowd celebrates BDS’s “forged alliances with other struggles”
(172). The outreach to leaders in the Native American and Indigenous
Studies Association—who mistakenly identify with Palestinians as the only
indigenous people in the area and see Israel as a colonialist power—has
been successtul, although there are dissenting pro-Israeli Native American
voices as well, Ryan Bellerose (Métis), Jay Corwin (Tlingit), Kathy
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Cummings-Dickinson (Lumbee), Santos Hawk Blood (Chiricahua), and
Anne Richardson (Rappahannock) among them. The left in fact has not
been universally converted to anti-Zionism, though there is reason for con-
cern. Accusing BDS of anti-American bias will not, to be sure, discourage
its growth on campus. However, while one can agree that all citizens are
implicated in US policy, one might argue that those who object to US poli-
cies should oppose them by staging demonstrations, writing for publication,
and promoting candidates for office who share their views, not by seeking to
punish citizens of a foreign country that benefits from US policy.

Sabah Salih opens the section examining these trends on the left by
reviewing the role that antagonism toward Enlightenment values plays in the
opposition to Israel in the Middle East, and he asks whether reluctance to
evaluate Islamic fundamentalism critically contributes to BDS support in the
United States. He offers a capsule history of how the American left’s values
have developed over the last generation. Donna Divine offers a caution-
ary tale, describing what can happen when a campus debate, initiated by a
traditional desire for dialogue, ends up being shaped by leftwing common-
places rather than more probing analysis. Nancy Koppelman reviews the way
movements for social justice have transformed higher education pedagogy,
increasingly without promoting awareness of the historical contexts for and
evolution of our concepts of human rights, limitations that have undermined
the integrity of BDS debates. Tammi Rossman-Benjamin offers for the first
time a statistical analysis of the prevalence of BDS advocacy in a variety of
academic disciplines and then describes the specific campus strategies that
BDS advocates have adopted. David Caplan looks at a key cultural context
for boycott debates in the humanities: the changing representations of Jews
in contemporary literature. Alan Johnson mounts a thorough and decisive
analysis and critique of anti-Zionist ideology, meanwhile helping us see how
it is constructed as an appealing basis for individual identity. Finally, in an
essay made even more relevant by the rise of ISIS in Syria and Iraq, Richard
Landes interrogates the apocalyptic ambitions that fuel radical Islam and how
they bear on leftwing American opinion about Israel.

The fourth section of the book goes more deeply into Israeli history as
well as the most pertinent elements of contemporary Israeli society. Rachel
S. Harris uses a discussion of recent Arab Israeli novels written in Hebrew to
present us with a subtle reading of the stresses and opportunities that shape
the lives of Israel’s non-Jewish citizens. She demonstrates the contradictory
character of Arab assimilation while delegitimating the simple dichotomies
that often dominate BDS debates. Ilan Troen tackles two different topics,
first asking whether Israeli history justifies the claims that Israel is a fun-
damentally colonialist project and then describing representative forms of
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Israeli/Palestinian collaboration presently taking place, all of which would be
endangered by a boycott regime. Shira Wolosky describes her own experi-
ence teaching both Arab and Jewish students at an Israeli university to give
us a more nuanced understanding of the character of the institutions the
BDS movement secks to boycott. And she describes the ways people from
different cultures interact in her classroom, suggesting along the way that the
Israeli academy promotes transnational identity formation. Rachel Fish traces
the evolution of the concept of bi-nationalism from its generous, utopian
incarnation in the first years of Jewish settlement in Palestine to its use as a
political weapon today, concluding with a concise account of the grounds
for its current purchase in the academy. Much of the material in this section
challenges readers to consider what they should know about Israel before
taking either a pro- or anti-boycott position. Faculty members especially
should be willing to do the reading necessary to acquire at least a fundamen-
tal knowledge of relevant history and contemporary practices before taking
stands urging public commitment from others.

Next we provide an essay-length history of Israel that offers background
knowledge that many in boycott debates appear to lack. It corrects many
popular errors and sets a minimum standard for what people seeking either
to challenge or support Israel’s institutions and its legitimacy ought to know
if their politics is to be either factually or ethically grounded. Indeed many
of the issues that shape the current struggle are historically grounded; some
have been in contention for more than half a century. History always matters,
but nowhere more than in the Middle East.

Throughout the book, one topic that returns repeatedly for intense
reflection and analysis is the role of anti-Semitism in the BDS movement. As
Willis commented, “it’s impossible not to notice how the runaway inflation
of Israel’s villainy aligns with ingrained cultural fantasies about the iniquity
and power of Jews; or how the traditional pariah status of Jews has been repli-
cated by a Jewish State” or that “Palestinian victims are routinely used to stifle
discussion of how anti-Semitism influences the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or
the world’s reaction to it or the public conversation about it.” BDS advocates
have so far largely addressed the issue by complaining that supporters of
Israel assert that all criticism of Israeli government policy is fundamentally
anti-Semitic. But that is not a common position in academia and, as Israeli
control over the West Bank has continued and evolved, it is increasingly rare
in public debate as well. Many of the contributors here have criticized Israeli
government policy themselves and recommended basic changes in it.

That, however, leaves unanswered a series of more vexing questions:
Does anti-Semitism help explain why Israel is singled out for especially severe
international criticism when other states have much worse human rights
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records? Does anti-Semitism help underwrite demands that Israel literally
be eliminated as a Jewish state and be absorbed into a larger Arab-dominated
nation? Is the BDS movement as a whole contaminated by clearly anti-
Semitic statements by some of its advocates? Are idealistic BDS advocates
responsible for unintended anti-Semitic political and social consequences of
the movement? These issues have not received adequate academic analysis
to date. One of this book’s major contributions, we hope, is to encourage
sound discussion. At issue, we should emphasize, is not whether individual
BDS advocates are anti-Semitic, though some surely are, but whether the
history of anti-Semitic discourse informs BDS reasoning even if supporters
are unaware of that. Readers interested in that issue might well begin with
Kenneth Marcus’s overview of definitions of anti-Semitism and his clear
discussion of the criteria that should apply to evaluations of BDS’s anti-
Semitic status.

That said, what should no longer be in dispute is that BDS and other
movements seeking to delegitimate the State of Israel gather anti-Semites
into their fold. If you express solidarity with a large group of BDS advocates,
you will likely be linking arms with some motivated by anti-Semitism. In a
May 2014 piece in the Chronicle of Higher Education, Jonathan Marks quotes
passages posted by Modern Language Association members on the website
set up so they could comment on a resolution attacking Israel for the visa
policies it has adopted to protect itself from terrorist violence.' Part of what
is notable about the discussion is that all comments were automatically signed
and that everyone was aware that 28,000 people could read what they said.
Indeed much of the debate, with names included, was soon published on a
publicly accessible website.”

Things took a turn for the worse after a recent Rutgers PhD opined
that “This resolution rightly targets only Israel given the humongous influ-
ence that Jewish scholars have in the decision making process of Academia
in general” Meanwhile, MLA Members for Scholars’ Rights was concerned
that MLA itself might not distribute the fact sheet opposing the resolution
that Martin Shichtman had sent to his fellow Delegate Assembly members
before their January 2014 vote. So we hired students to copy the 20,000
email addresses that members willing to receive email messages from other
members had authorized the MLA to publish.” We emailed all 20,000 the
fact sheet.* That triggered a series of agitated online messages from Stanford
University faculty member David Palumbo-Liu, demanding that MLA inves-
tigate the matter.” “I do wonder how a small group of scholars marshaled
the funds to hire enough students” to do the job of establishing “a shadow
listserve.” MLA Executive Director Rosemary Feal wrote to us, insisting that
we reveal our finances, and suggesting, in effect, that we should have emailed
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each of the 20,000 to ask permission to email them. She copied a lawyer on
her emails to us to add a bit of intimidation to her warning about needing to
decide “what steps to take next.” Echoing all-too-familiar accusations about
Jewish money, Palumbo-Liu suggested that “an outside organization wishing
to protect Israel from censure may well have donated the funds.” At that point
I was tempted to say Baron Rothschild had bankrolled the plot. After initially
saying it was no one’s business how we had funded the effort, I went online
to say it had cost $670 to gather the emails and $150 to send them out and
that an MLA member had written the check. To complete this little drama,
I'll add that the person who wrote the check was me. As always, MLA sent its
members the link to the discussion, along with the long anti-Israel memo the
resolution’s proponents had cobbled together from Palestinian activist web
sites. The only supporting “evidence” all 24,000 MLA members received was
thus that deceptive cut-and-paste packet advocating that they vote for the
resolution. We were very glad we had done the work to counteract the orga-
nization’s biased process and make sure that as many members as possible had
access to evidence from the other side.® In June of 2014, MLA announced
that the resolution was not ratified by the membership.

With the email episode mostly put to rest, the discussion returned to
its roots. Elizabeth J. Ordonez, formerly of Metropolitan State University
of Denver, chimed in to regret how “moves to seck justice and opportu-
nity for Palestinians” are “countered by Zionist attack dogs.” Many members
assumed that meant those of us who were criticizing the resolution. Not to
worry. Basum L. Ra’ad of Al-Quds University came on board to reassure us
that “‘Zionist attack dogs’ was probably used metaphorically” Exactly what
Professor Ra’ad had in mind to suggest if the phrase were not metaphoric I
cannot say. But that didn’t prevent him from bewailing the pressure “exer-
cised on universities by Zionist funders and lobby groups to quell any dis-

sent.”’

But the dissent facing silencing efforts here was all dissent from the
resolution. Its supporters were free to indulge themselves in a series of fantasy
accusations. Much like the ASA boycott resolution’s supporters, MLA’s BDS
advocates were crying foul every time someone disagreed with them. That
tactic is now used nationwide.

We conclude this book with a “Boycott Dossier” that reprints the boy-
cott resolutions endorsed by three academic associations, a letter opposing
academic boycotts by members and former presidents of the American
Studies Association, a sample letter to a university president asking for a pub-
lic statement on academic boycotts, columns or online posts by Michael C.
Kotzin, Jeff Robbins, and Robert Fine, and a list of online resources. Robbins,
interestingly, is the brother of Bruce Robbins, one of the coauthors of the
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failed MLA resolution. These boycott debates not only divide friends and
colleagues from one another; they also divide families.

Having quoted Ellen Willis several times, I am going to give her the last
word:

I’'m not a Zionist—rather I'm a quintessential Diaspora Jew, a child of
Freud, Marx, and Spinoza. I hold with rootless cosmopolitanism: from
my perspective the nation-state is a profoundly problematic institution, a
nation-state defined by ethnic or other particularist criteria all the more
so. And yet I count myself an anti-anti-Zionist. This partly because the
logic of anti-Zionism in the present political context entails an unprec-
edented demand for an existing state—one, moreover, with popular
legitimacy and a democratically elected government—not simply to
change its policies but to disappear. It’s partly because I can'’t figure out
what large numbers of displaced Jews could have or should have done
after 1945, other than parlay their relationship with Palestine and the
(ambivalent) support of the West for a Jewish homeland into a place to
be. (Go “home” to Germany or Poland? Knock, en masse, on the doors
of unreceptive European countries and a reluctant United States?) And
finally it’s because I believe that anti-Jewish genocide cannot be laid to
rest as a discrete historical episode, but remains a possibility implicit in
the deep structure of Christian and Islamic cultures, East and West.

Part of what has changed since 2003 is that Willis” position can no longer
count as anti-anti-Zionist. In the current worldwide political landscape, with
options for the international left over the Israeli-Palestinian conflict increas-
ingly curtailed, it is simply Zionist.

We would like to thank Wayne State University Press for its support of
this project, its good suggestions, and its enthusiastic decision to distribute
the book. While this is not the place to name names, it needs to be said that
there is an informal network of university presses unwilling to be associ-
ated with books sympathetic to Israel. Neither the editors nor the authors
of the essays gathered here will receive royalties or other payment for their
work. After costs are recovered, a portion of sales income will be donated
to the Peres Center for Peace (www.peres-center.org). Founded in 1996 by
President of Israel and Nobel Peace Prize laureate Shimon Peres, the Center
is Israel’s leading organization promoting peacebuilding between Israel and its
neighbors, particularly between Israelis and Palestinians and Jewish and Arab
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citizens of Israel. It’s mission is to promote lasting peace and advancement in
the Middle East by fostering tolerance, economic and technological develop-
ment, cooperation and well-being. Programs are designed to empower the
populationsof the region to actively advance the creation of a real, effective,
and durable peace. They are implemented in three core fields: Medicine &
Healthcare, Business & Environment, and Peace Education. The center is a
non-for-profit, non-governmental, non-political organization whose projects
bring together thousands of people annually.

MLA MEMBERS FOR SCHOLARS’ RIGHTS is a voluntary orga-
nization that stands for the universal principle of academic freedom. We
oppose the unwarranted politicization of the academy. We believe in applying
comparable professional standards to all countries, and thus we consider it
discriminatory to single out one nation for criticism, including Israel, when
others are not held to the same standard. The group was founded to analyze
and organize opposition to efforts within the MLA to abridge academic
freedom through boycotts and other means. While our efforts are focused
on the MLA, as we are all members, we will comment when appropriate
on problematic proposals or actions in other academic associations and ofter
other academic associations our assistance.

The editors are among the founding members. The group participated
in a panel held off-site while the January 2014 annual MLA convention
was taking place, and it has helped organize opposition to a resolution con-
demning Israeli travel policies. The group has no formal relationship with the
Modern Language Association.

We want to thank the Israel Action Network for its support in the pub-
lication of this book.

Martha Nussbaum’s “Against Academic Boycotts” (Dissent, Summer
2007, pp. 30-36) and Mitchell Cohen’s “Anti-Semitism and the Left That
Doesn’t Learn” (Dissent, Winter 2008, pp. 47-51) are reprinted with permis-
sion of the University of Pennsylvania Press.

Note on documentation: We have given contributors some freedom in
documentation style, so they can choose either endnotes or internal docu-
mentation. We have also chosen not to impose uniformity in spelling “anti-
Semitism/ antisemitism” or to normalize transliteration protocols when a
consensus does not already obtain. M
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PART L.

OPPOSING BOYCOTTS
AS A MATTER
OF PRINCIPLE



AMERICAN ASSOCIATION
OF UNIVERSITY PROFESSORS

On Academic Boycotts

In spring 2005, the Association’s Committee A on Academic Freedom and
Tenure, in response to a controversy that was roiling the British academic
community, approved a statement condemning academic boycotts. The state-
ment declared that

since its founding in 1915, the AAUP has been committed to preserving
and advancing the free exchange of ideas among academics irrespective
of governmental policies and however unpalatable those policies may
be viewed. We reject proposals that curtail the freedom of teachers and
researchers to engage in work with academic colleagues, and we reaffirm
the paramount importance of the freest possible international movement
of scholars and ideas.®

We affirm these core principles but provide further comment on the
complexities of academic boycotts and the rationale for opposing them, and
we recommend responses to future proposals to participate in them.

The Controversy
In April 2005, the British Association of University Teachers (AUT)
announced a boycott of two Israeli institutions: Bar-Ilan and Haifa universi-
ties.” The AUT asked its members to respond to the following call from some
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sixty Palestinian academic, cultural, and professional associations and trade

unions:
In the spirit of international solidarity, moral consistency, and resistance
to injustice and oppression, we, Palestinian academics and intellectu-
als, call upon our colleagues in the international community to com-
prehensively and consistently boycott all Israeli academic and cultural
institutions as a contribution to the struggle to end Israel’s occupation,
colonization, and system of apartheid, by applying the following: (1)
refrain from participation in any form of academic and cultural coopera-
tion, collaboration, or joint projects with Israeli institutions; (ii) advocate
a comprehensive boycott of Israeli institutions at the national and inter-
national levels, including suspension of all forms of funding and subsidies
to these institutions; (iii) promote divestment and disinvestment from
Israel by international academic institutions; (iv) exclude from the above
actions against Israeli institutions any conscientious Israeli academics and
intellectuals opposed to their state’s colonial and racist policies; (v) work
toward the condemnation of Israeli policies by pressing for resolutions
to be adopted by academic, professional, and cultural associations and
organizations; (vi) support Palestinian academic and cultural institutions
directly without requiring them to partner with Israeli counterparts as
an explicit or implicit condition for such support.

The targeting of the two universities by the AUT reflected specific and
different events at each of them. It was argued that these separate events were
together representative of the ways in which these institutions were acting to
turther a state policy likened to apartheid and therefore in violation of the
academic freedom of dissenting faculty and of Palestinians.

According to its website, under a section titled “Boycotts, Greylisting,”
the AUT “imposes or considers imposing an academic boycott on a univer-
sity or college when we conclude that the actions of an institution pose a
fundamental threat to the interests of members. . .. In publicly describing an
institution as unfit to receive job applications, to engage in academic coop-
eration or host academic events, we recognize that it will cause significant
damage to the university in its sphere of influence. In taking such a step, we
would have to conclude that it was justified in the sense that it would be
worse not to do so in the light of the circumstances.” The AUT describes an
academic boycott as a weapon of last resort, its use to be approved by a meet-
ing of the association’s full national executive committee. In recent years, the
AUT called for boycotts of Nottingham University, for its refusal to honor a
commitment to negotiate a pay and grading settlement; of Brunel University,
because it threatened to dismiss thirty members of the academic staft and
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eventually dismissed two of them; and of higher education institutions in Fiji,
following a coup in that country in 2000 and in response to requests for assis-
tance from faculty in Fiji and academic unions in New Zealand and Australia.

When the AAUP learned of the 2005 call for a boycott, the Association’s
staft’ promptly drafted, and Committee A approved, a statement that con-
demned any such boycotts as prima facie violations of academic freedom.
The statement, cited at the beginning of this report, singled out item four
of the call (which exempted dissenting Israeli faculty) as an ideological test
repugnant to our principles.'” While a meeting of an AUT Special Council
voted to drop its call for the boycott within a month’s time of the initial deci-
sion and, therefore, no Israeli university was boycotted, we have been urged
to give fuller consideration to the broad and unconditional nature of our
condemnation of academic boycotts. We are reminded that our own complex
history includes support for campus strikes, support for divestiture during the
anti-apartheid campaigns in South Africa, and a questioning of the require-
ment of institutional neutrality during the Vietnam War. In what follows we
engage with the tensions that exist within some of our own policies as well
as with the larger tension between a principled defense of academic freedom
and the practical requirements for action. Finally, we ofter a set of guidelines
to address those tensions.

AAUP Policies

The Association’s defense of academic freedom, as explained in the “1940
Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure,” rests on the
principle that “institutions of higher education are conducted for the com-
mon good . .. [which] depends upon the free search for truth and its free
exposition.” Although the statement says nothing about academic boycotts,
plainly the search for truth and its free expression suffer if a boycott is in
place. Legitimate protest against violations of academic freedom might, of
course, entail action that could be construed as contradicting our principled
defense of academic freedom. One such action is the Association’s practice of
censuring college or university administrations, which dates back to the early
1930s.The Association is careful to distinguish censure—which brings public
attention to an administration that has violated the organization’s principles
and standards—from a boycott, by leaving it to individuals to decide how
to act on the information they have been given. The AAUP engages in no
formal effort to discourage faculty from working at these institutions or to
ostracize the institution and its members from academic exchanges, as is the
case in AUT “greylisting”’; but moral suasion could have such results if fac-
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ulty members were to decide to have no contact with an institution on the
censure list.

AAUP censure differs from the AUT boycott in other important respects.
Censure is preceded by an often lengthy effort to correct, and an investiga-
tion to document, violations of AAUP policies essential to academic freedom
and tenure. Censure does not rest on a finding in regard to “member inter-
ests.” Indeed, it is not required that faculty be AAUP members in order to
have their complaints pursued by the organization.This is not to say, however,
that the AAUP supports no practices that correspond to the AUT boycott
undertaken in the interests of its members. Under AAUP policy, chapters that
engage in collective bargaining can participate in a strike. Moreover, while
AAUP policy states that strikes and other such actions are “not desirable for
the resolution of conflicts within institutions of higher education,” it also
states that in certain cases “resort to economic pressure through strikes or
other work actions may be a necessary and unavoidable means of dispute
resolution.”'" A strike is an economic boycott (we will distinguish among
types of boycotts below), but it often involves pressures that are not exclu-
sively economic, such as the local faculty union’s asking outside speakers not
to come to a campus during a strike or the refusal of faculty elsewhere to
attend conferences held on a campus where a strike is in process. So, while
the AAUP insists on action that conforms to its principles, practical issues
sometimes produce dilemmas that must be addressed.

AAUP History

In 1970, the AAUP published two conflicting commentaries on institutional
neutrality; there followed an intense debate on the subject.'* The context was
the war in Vietnam, and the question was whether universities should take a
position on the war. One side, by far the majority, argued that all ideas had to
be tolerated within the academy, lest the university “become an instrument
of indoctrination,” and that therefore a university should not take a position
on disputed public issues. The other side asked whether “perilous situations”
called for extraordinary action: “It might be worthwhile to debate just how
bad things would have to get before the principle of academic neutrality were
no longer absolute.” While this discussion about institutional neutrality led to
no policy recommendation, it raised issues that have since surfaced in discus-
sions about academic boycotts. Are there extraordinary situations in which
extraordinary actions are necessary, and, if so, how does one recognize them?
How should supporters of academic freedom have treated German universi-
ties under the Nazis? Should scholarly exchange have been encouraged with
Hitler’s collaborators in those universities? Can one plausibly maintain that
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academic freedom is inviolate when the civil freedoms of the larger society
have been abrogated? If there is no objective test for determining what con-
stitutes an extraordinary situation, as there surely is not, then what criteria
should guide decisions about whether a boycott should be supported?

In 1985, the AAUP’s Seventy-first Annual Meeting called on colleges
and universities ““as investors to oppose apartheid,” to “decline to hold securi-
ties in banks which provide loans to the government of South Africa,” and to
favor divestiture of holdings in companies that did not adhere to the Sullivan
principles. The meeting also urged similar action on the part of public and
private pension funds serving higher education faculty."* Three years later, the
Association’s Seventy-fourth Annual Meeting urged TIAA-CREF to divest
itself “of all companies doing business” in South Africa.'* Although the reso-
lutions did not apply to exchanges among faculty and, in this sense, did not
constitute an academic boycott, some argued at the time that the indirect
effect of disinvestment would be harmful to university teachers and research-
ers. Some individuals, publishers (University Microfilms), and organizations
(the American Library Association, for example) did engage in an academic
boycott, but the AAUP limited its protests against apartheid to resolutions of
condemnation and to divestment, because it was considered wiser to keep
open lines of communication among scholars in accordance with principles
of academic freedom.

Throughout its history, the AAUP has approved numerous resolutions
condemning regimes and institutions that limit the freedoms of citizens
and faculty, but South Africa is the only instance in which the organiza-
tion endorsed some form of boycott. Indeed, the Association has often
called for greater freedom of exchange among teachers and researchers at
the very time that the U.S. government has imposed restrictions on these
exchanges, as occurred with the Soviet Union and is still occurring with
Cuba. The Association has also disputed arguments of various administra-
tions in Washington that the requirements of national security justify halting
academic travel for bona fide academic reasons or scholarly communications.

Boycotts
Though often based on assertions of fundamental principle, boycotts are not
in themselves matters of principle but tactical weapons in political struggles.
Different kinds of boycotts can have difterent results. Economic boycotts can
have a direct eftect on a nation’s economy; other forms of boycott are usually
more symbolic. This is the case with sports boycotts, such as the exclusion from
international competitions (the Olympics, for example) of a team that carries
the flag of a nation whose policies members of the international community



36 AAUP

consider abhorrent. Cultural boycotts have a similar status, though they can
affect the earning capacity of artists and writers who are banned from inter-
national events. Academic boycotts, too, although they certainly have material
effects, are usually undertaken as symbolic protests.

In protesting against apartheid in South Africa, the AAUP carefully dis-
tinguished between economic and academic boycotts largely on matters of
principle. Economic boycotts seek to bring pressure to bear on the regime
responsible for violations of rights. They are not meant to impair the ability
of scholars to write, teach, and pursue research, although they may have that
result. Academic boycotts, in contrast, strike directly at the free exchange of
ideas even as they are aimed at university administrations or, in the case of
the AUT call for a boycott of Israeli universities, political parties in power.
The form that noncooperation with an academic institution takes inevitably
involves a refusal to engage in academic discourse with teachers and research-
ers, not all of whom are complicit in the policies that are being protested.
Moreover, an academic boycott can compound a regime’s suppression of
freedoms by cutting off contacts with an institution’s or a country’s academ-
ics. In addition, the academic boycott is usually at least once removed from
the real target. Rarely are individuals or even individual institutions the issue.
‘What 1s being sought is a change in state policy. The issue, then, is whether
those faculty or ideas that could contribute to changing state policy are
harmed when communication with outside academic institutions is cut off
and how to weigh that harm against the possible political gains the pressure
of an academic boycott might secure.

This issue divided opponents of apartheid within South Africa. There, in
the 1980s, many liberal academics argued against the academic boycott on
principled grounds (it could not be reconciled with principles of academic
freedom and university autonomy) and also on practical ones (it was vital
to maintain channels of international communication). Even more radical
groups opposed a total boycott and urged instead a selective boycott, one
that would target supporters of apartheid but not its challengers. This posi-
tion, like the Palestinian call for an academic boycott that the AUT initially
endorsed, introduced a political test for participation in the academy.

The Academic Boycott as a Tactic
Addressing the African National Congress, Nelson Mandela stressed the need
to choose tactics carefully. “In some cases,” he wrote, “it might be correct
to boycott, and in others it might be unwise and dangerous. In still other
cases another weapon of political struggle might be preferred. A demonstra-
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tion, a protest march, a strike, or civil disobedience might be resorted to, all
depending on the actual conditions at the given time.”"

Even from a tactical standpoint, as a way of protesting against what some
see as the Israeli occupation’s denial of rights to Palestinians, the academic
boycott seems a weak or even a dangerous tool. It undermines exactly the
freedoms one wants to defend, and it takes aim at the wrong target. Defenders
of the Palestinian call for an academic boycott have argued that, as in South
Africa,“the march to freedom [may| temporarily restrict a subset of freedom
enjoyed by only a portion of the population.” But this argument assumes
that the ranking of freedoms as primary and secondary is the only way to
accomplish the goals of “freedom, justice, and peace” and that the academic
boycott is the best or the only tool to employ. Some argue that it is appropri-
ate to boycott those institutions that violate academic freedom. But would
we wish, for example, to recommend a boycott of Chinese universities that
we know constrain academic freedom, or would we not insist that the con-
tinued exchange of faculty, students, and ideas is more conducive to academic
freedom in the long run? Other kinds of sanctions and protests ought to
be considered. Some of them are listed in the Palestinian call we cited at
the beginning of this report, such as resolutions by higher education orga-
nizations condemning violations of academic freedom whether they occur
directly by state or administrative suppression of opposing points of view or
indirectly by creating material conditions, such as blockades, checkpoints, and
insufficient funding of Palestinian universities, that make the realization of
academic freedom impossible. These and similar actions may be more effec-
tive in obtaining better conditions for academic freedom. But if boycotts are
to be used at all, economic boycotts seem a preferable choice, both tactically
and as a matter of principle.

Colleges and universities should be what they purport to be: institutions
committed to the search for truth and its free expression. Members of the
academic community should feel no obligation to support or contribute to
institutions that are not free or that sail under false colors, that is, claim to be
free but in fact suppress freedom. Such institutions should not be boycotted.
Rather, they should be exposed for what they are, and, wherever possible,
the continued exchange of ideas should be actively encouraged. The need is
always for more academic freedom, not less.

Summary and Recommendations
1. In view of the Associations long-standing commitment to the free
exchange of ideas, we oppose academic boycotts.
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On the same grounds, we recommend that other academic associations
oppose academic boycotts. We urge that they seek alternative means, less
inimical to the principle of academic freedom, to pursue their concerns.
We especially oppose selective academic boycotts that entail an ideo-
logical litmus test. We understand that such selective boycotts may be
intended to preserve academic exchange with those more open to the
views of boycott proponents, but we cannot endorse the use of political
or religious views as a test of eligibility for participation in the academic
community.

The Association recognizes the right of individual faculty members
or groups of academics not to cooperate with other individual faculty
members or academic institutions with whom or with which they dis-
agree. We believe, however, that when such noncooperation takes the
form of a systematic academic boycott, it threatens the principles of free
expression and communication on which we collectively depend.
Consistent with our long-standing principles and practice, we consider
other forms of protest, such as the adoption of resolutions of condem-
nation by higher education groups intended to publicize documented
threats to or violations of academic freedom at offending institutions, to
be entirely appropriate.

Recognizing the existence of shared concerns, higher education groups
should collaborate as fully as possible with each other to advance the
interests of the entire academic community in addressing academic free-
dom issues. Such collaboration might include joint statements to bring
to the attention of the academic community and the public at large grave
threats to academic freedom.

The Association recognizes the right of faculty members to conduct
economic strikes and to urge others to support their cause. We believe,
however, that in each instance those engaged in a strike at an academic
institution should seek to minimize the impact of the strike on academic
freedom.

We understand that threats to or infringements of academic freedom
may occasionally seem so dire as to require compromising basic precepts
of academic freedom, but we resist the argument that extraordinary cir-
cumstances should be the basis for limiting our fundamental commit-
ment to the free exchange of ideas and their free expression. M
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Against Academic Boycotts

do not plan to discuss the specific facts concerning boycotts of

Israeli academic institutions and individuals. There are three reasons

for this silence. First, I believe that philosophers should be pursuing

philosophical principles—defensible general principles that can be

applied to a wide range of cases. We cannot easily tell whether our

principles are good ones by looking at a single case only, without
inquiring as to whether the principles we propose could be applied to all
similar cases.

Second, I am made uneasy by the single-minded focus on Israel. Surely
it is unseemly for Americans to discuss boycotts of another country on the
other side of the world without posing related questions about American
policies and actions that are not above moral scrutiny. Nor should we fail
to investigate relevantly comparable cases concerning other nations. For
example, one might consider possible responses to the genocide of Muslim
civilians in the Indian state of Gujarat in the year 2002, a pogrom organized
by the state government, carried out by its agents, and given aid and comfort
by the national government of that time (no longer in power). I am disturbed
by the world’s failure to consider such relevantly similar cases. I have heard
not a whisper about boycotting Indian academic institutions and individuals,
and I have also, more surprisingly, heard nothing about the case in favor of an
international boycott of U.S. academic institutions and individuals. I am not
sure that there is anything to be said in favor of a boycott of Israeli scholars
and institutions that could not be said, and possibly with stronger justifica-
tion, for similar actions toward the United States and especially India and/or
the state of Gujarat.
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I would not favor an academic boycott in any of these cases, but I think
that they ought to be considered together, and together with yet other cases in
which governments are doing morally questionable things. One might con-
sider, for example, the Chinese government’s record on human rights; South
Korea’s lamentable sexism and indifference to widespread female infanticide
and feticide; the failure of a large number of the world’s nations, including
many, though not all, Arab nations, to take effective action in defense of
women’s bodily integrity and human equality; and many other cases. Indeed,
I note that gross indifference to the lives and health of women has never
been seriously considered as a reason for any boycott, a failure of impartial-
ity that struck me even in the days of the South Africa boycott. Eminent
thinkers alleged that the case of South Africa was unique because a segment
of the population was systematically unequal under the law, a situation that
of course was, and still is, that of women in a large number of countries.
By failing to consider all the possible applications of our principles, if we
applied them impartially, we are failing to deliberate well about the choice of
principles. For a world in which there was a boycott of all U.S., Indian, and
Israeli scholars, and no doubt many others as well, let us say those of China,
South Korea, Saudi Arabia (on grounds of sexism), and Pakistan (on the same
grounds, though there has been a bit of progress lately) would be quite differ-
ent from the world in which only scholars from one small nation were being
boycotted, and this difference seems relevant to the choice of principles.

The third reason why I shall speak abstractly is that I am not a Middle
East expert. I have recently completed a book on the Gujarat genocide in
India, after studying that incident and its history and context for five years,
so I think I am equipped to speak about that case, and I propose to do so
occasionally, because it sheds light on some of the issues before us. Above all,
however, I shall be looking for general and defensible principles.

Some Distinctions

‘When people believe that a serious wrong has been done by some organiza-
tion and its agents, there are a number of options open to those who want to
express strong condemnation. Boycotts are not the only option. Quite a few
others have been used effectively in comparable cases:

1. Censure. Censure is the public condemnation of an institution, usually
by another institution. Thus, for example, a professional association might
censure an academic institution that violates the rights of scholars. Censure
takes various forms, but the usual form is some sort of widely disseminated
public statement that the institution in question has engaged in such and such
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wrongful action. Professional associations have also censured governments, or
government policies, such as the Iraq War.

Censure seems appropriate when the professional organization can reach
a consensus about the badness of the actions in question and when it desires
to place blame squarely on the institutions, whether academic or govern-
mental, that perpetrated the wrongs, rather than to include all the individu-
als in those institutions. Censure does nothing to diminish the academic
freedom or access of individuals: professors teaching at censured universities
are actually helped in their attempt to secure their rights, and, in the case
of government-directed censure, academics and citizens generally are not
affected at all.
2. Organized Public Condemnation. Sometimes organized move-
ments carry on campaigns to alert the public to the wrongful actions of an
institution. Most of the international consumer protest movement against
the apparel industry has taken this form. Thus, movement members will try
to circulate documents to customers of the retail outlets where objects made
by child labor are being sold and will try to make customers aware of the
behavior of the corporation in question. The customers themselves can then
choose whether to buy from the retail chain or not. This sort of public con-
demnation is very difterent from a boycott of the retail outlets, because it
allows the individual consumer to choose and does not directly threaten the
livelihood of workers. In her wonderful last book, on responsibility for global
ills, Iris Marion Young studied the protest movement against the apparel
industry, concluding that this approach was very fruitful, because it asks the
individual consumer to act, thus promoting a sense of shared responsibility.

Another similar case, in which I am involved, is a movement to make
food consumers aware of the conditions in which the animals they pur-
chase for food have been raised. Professors and students at the University of
Chicago Law School have designed a product label that will give consumers
clear information about how the pigs and chickens are raised, leaving the
choice to them, but hoping, obviously, that the informed consumer will make
an ethical choice. This approach seems good partly because it is crucial to
demonstrate that many consumers support decent treatment for animals, not
just a small, highly organized group, as might be the case with a boycott.

Organized public protest is useful, then, in a range of cases, but particu-
larly so when a movement is trying to get the wider public more involved
and when the attempt is to target the institution and not its workers.
3. Organized Public Condemnation of an Individual or Individuals.
When it is believed that certain individuals bear particular culpability for the
wrongs in question, then it is possible to work for the condemnation of those
individuals. Thus, if Martin Heidegger had been invited to the University of
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Chicago, I would have been one of the ones conducting a public protest of
his appearance and trying to inform other people about his record of col-
laboration with the Nazi regime. Again, in the approach I am considering,
there would have been no attempt to prevent people from going to hear
Heidegger: the emphasis would have been on informing, persuading, and
promoting personal choice.

Organized public condemnation can lead to tangible results. Thus, when
the Indian-American Hotel Owners Association invited Narendra Modi,
governor of the state of Gujarat, to address a meeting in Florida, scholars
concerned about Modi’s leading role in orchestrating the violence against
Muslims in that state wrote a letter of protest to the State Department asking
that Modi be refused a diplomatic visa. Because Congress at the same time
passed a resolution of condemnation, sponsored by Representatives John
Conyers and Joseph Pitts, this attempt proved successtul. Modi was denied
a diplomatic visa, and his tourist visa was revoked. Revoking a visa seems
appropriate in this case, because Modi orchestrated crimes against humanity;
the case of Heidegger, who did not have criminal liability for what the Nazis
did, would have been best served by allowing him to speak and encouraging
people to inform themselves.

4. Failure to Reward. Some modes of interaction are part of the give
and take of daily scholarly business; others imply approval of an institution or
individual. Without going so far as to censure the institution or individual,
people might decide (whether singly or in some organized way) that this
individual does not deserve special honors. The debate resulting in Margaret
Thatcher’s being denied an honorary degree from Oxford University fits
in this category. By conferring an honorary degree, a university makes a
strong statement about its own values. Harshness to the poor and the ruin of
the national medical system, not to mention then-Prime Minister Thatcher’s
assault on basic scientific research, were values that the Oxford faculty believed
that it could not endorse. I would have been similarly opposed to many
potential candidates for honorary degrees at my own institution—but for
the convenient fact that Chicago never gives honorary degrees to politicians.
However, one can imagine scholars whom one would oppose—Heidegger,
for example, or Mircea Eliade, for whom an endowed chair has been named.

The failure-to-reward tactic can also be applied to academic institutions.
There are institutional types of funding that reward unusually meritorious
programs, and it has been pointed out, in some of the writing about Israel,
that one might in some cases of competition for merit grants, refuse to reward
Israel, without endorsing a boycott.

5. Helping the Harmed. Usually, when wrong has been done, some
people have suffered, and one response would be to focus on helping those
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who have been harmed. Thus, many scholars concerned about the Gujarat
genocide put aside their other engagements and went to help the victims
find shelter, take down their eyewitness testimony, help them file complaints,
and so on. Others occupied themselves in defending scholars who had been
threatened with violence by the Hindu right, publicizing their situation and
protesting it.

6. Being Vigilant on Behalf of the Truth. Often, people who com-
mit wrongs shade the truth in their public statements, and one thing that
it is extremely important for scholars to do is to combat falsehoods and
incomplete truths. Here again, the case of the Hindu right is instructive. It
has its own cherished but quite false view of ancient and medieval history,
according to which Hindus are always peaceful and Muslims are always vil-
lains. When they put this version of history into textbooks for public schools
in India, there was a tremendous outpouring of scholarship showing exactly
what was and is wrong with it. After the election of 2004, those textbooks
were withdrawn, and the field of combat shifted to the United States, where
the Hindu diaspora community is very involved with the Hindu right. The
false history was written into textbooks proposed for children in California.
Scholars from all over the United States devoted large amounts of time to
fighting this, often despite threats of violence and much public vilification. I
would like to single out Michael Witzel of Harvard for special praise in this
regard. After a very difficult eighteen months, they prevailed with the school
board, and the false narrative was withdrawn.

Boycotts
We now have five nonboycott alternatives before us. Let us discuss boycotts,
which are very blunt instruments. Typically, they target all the members of an
institution, as well as the institution itself. They suggest that all members of
the institution deserve condemnation.

Before we can go further, however, we need to distinguish two differ-
ent types of boycotts—the economic and the symbolic. Economic boycotts
may contain a symbolic element, but their primary purpose is to have an
economic impact. The boycott against Nestlé, begun in the late 1970s, was
aimed at getting Nestlé to alter its policies about the marketing of infant for-
mula in developing countries, which was clearly deleterious to child health,
because it discouraged breast-feeding. The aim was to aftect the company’s
profits. This strategy was combined with organized public opposition, but the
boycott was significant, because organizers believed that only an economic
impact would cause Nestlé to change policies. This boycott proved difticult
to administer, as it turned out that Nestlé had a large number of subsidiaries
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that bore other names, and some of these manufactured products that were
ubiquitous. Trying to organize this boycott at Harvard in 1980, I discov-
ered that Del Monte, which made most of the sauces and ketchups used in
Harvard’s dorms, was a subsidiary of Nestlé; so our plan of getting the dorms
to boycott Nestlé cocoa and a few other products with the Nestlé name left
large numbers of actual Nestlé products untouched. An economic boycott is
rarely a clear-cut proposition symbolically, and yet it can still have a serious
economic impact, as this one did.

The most famous example of the economic boycott is that of South
Africa. This boycott clearly had a strong symbolic aspect, especially the part
of it devoted to divestiture of university stock holdings. But its primary ratio-
nale was economic, and that was how it intended to accomplish the goal of
social change—Dby getting businesses that had not yet adopted the Sullivan
principles (for corporate social responsibility) to change their actions. In my
opinion, this boycott was successful.

Very difterent is the purely symbolic boycott. Here, the aim is not to
have any tangible effect on people’s lives, although there may of course be
such effects. Instead, the purpose is to make a public statement about the
wrongfulness of what a given institution has done, by encouraging people to
shun not only the institution but all its members. The hope is, presumably, to
persuade people of the wrongfulness of what has happened: if enough people
join the boycott movement, others will see that the international community
has a certain view, and they will then be encouraged to investigate the case
and come to their own conclusions.

It is difficult to see what is accomplished by a symbolic boycott that can-
not be more eftectively accomplished by one of the alternatives, such as cen-
sure or organized public protest. Censure makes a clear statement of exactly
who has done what wrong to whom, and it is also voted on by a group, in the
typical case, so it is also very clear who supports it. Boycotts have neither type
of clarity. It is not clear what the reason for the boycott is, and indeed each
individual may join the boycott for different reasons. I suspect in the case of
Israel it would not be easy to find a single account of the reasons behind the
boycott that would command the agreement of its participants. Nor is it clear
who is doing it: in this case there are journals, professional associations, and
individuals, all forming a loosely linked movement, and nothing as crisp as a
voted-on resolution of censure. Organized public protest also has a superior
clarity, because each group involved issues its own public statements, signed
by its own officers or representatives, and so we know both who is speaking
and what they are saying.

Let me now turn to the case before us, though without arguing its spe-
cific facts. The proponents of the boycott movement hold that serious wrongs
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have been committed by the Israeli government. What they propose to do,
however, is not to take direct action against the government or its members
(as happened in the case of Governor Narendra Modi), but, instead, to target
academic institutions and the individuals in them. The rationale for targeting
academic institutions is, first, that these are public institutions, thus arms of
government, and second, that some of them have engaged in questionable
actions themselves. I would say that the first rationale is weak. The fact that
a public university receives government funding does not confer complicity
for all decisions of the government. Thus, the public universities of India and
the United States cannot be held accountable for particular actions of the
U.S.and Indian governments, actions most members of these institutions may
strongly deplore.

The second rationale is something else. If a group of people believe
that some Israeli universities have violated the civil rights of Arab students
or engaged in some other questionable form of conduct, then it seems right
to protest that specific wrongdoing. But censure and/or organized public
protest would seem the means most appropriate to that goal.

Let me comment on one very alarming rationale that has been offered
in this context. In some of the defenses of the boycotts, the wrongdoing
alleged is failure to dismiss scholars who take political positions that the
group of boycotters does not like. Here the principle of academic freedom
becomes relevant in the most urgent manner. Surely the institutions in ques-
tion should protect these people, unless they do something that counts as
hate speech targeted at individuals, or some other form of criminal conduct.
We all know what happened in the McCarthy era, when scholars were fired
for political positions that a dominant group didn't like. As someone whose
hiring, along with that of other “leftists,” has been criticized on the editorial
page of the Wall Street Journal (in a way that my dean, at least, took as tanta-
mount to a McCarthyite call for my firing), I believe that if this principle is
once breached, it will hurt most those whose positions go most against the
dominant currents of governmental power: feminists, advocates of gay rights,
whatever. Fortunately, academic freedom protects us feminists—although, I
should add, it does not protect university administrators, who do not have
tenure, and my university’s president, the one who hired all those left wingers
and feminists, was ultimately, in effect, the sacrificial lamb whose forced res-
ignation (inspired by various factors, but among them this one) gratified the
proponents of faculty firing or non-hiring. This is an ad hominem argument
for readers on the left, but the principled argument is that nobody should
be fired for a political position, left or right, short of threats, assault, sexual
harassment—the legitimate reasons for dismissal from a faculty position.
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Now, let me turn to the main force of the boycott, namely the boycot-
ting of individual members of the academic institutions. This seems to me a
particularly useless policy. If one has objections to the government of Israel,
how could one suppose that it could be swayed in any way by imposing pub-
lication disabilities on some powerless young scholars? Boycotts are supposed
to be a weapon of the weak against the powertful, and that is how economic
boycotts have their success—by showing the powerful that a large number of
people, weak in isolation, can make a difference to their business. It doesn’t
make practical sense to boycott scholars, typically among the most powerless
of society’s members, and it also doesn’t make symbolic sense. These scholars
have not been forming national policy (to say the least), and most of them
would not even get a chance to publish their views on the op-ed page of a
major newspaper, as we know from our own situation in the United States.
And yet, the boycott can do very serious damage to the careers of young
scholars especially.

In defense of the boycott, people say that scholars in Israel have not con-
demned the government as much as they might have. As a rationale for doing
harm to them, this is both implausible and deeply repugnant to the core
values of academic life. Usually, one aspect of being powerless is that one’s
voice is not heard in the corridors of power, and I would think that (a) lots
of Israeli scholars do have critical views but these views just don’t appear in
the news and (b) that many are deterred from trying to write for newspapers
for the same reasons that few Americans write for newspapers, namely that
one almost never gets accepted there, and so it is a waste of time. Moreover,
being a good chemist or classicist does not entail being a good writer of
op-ed articles. Israeli scholars may well just be doing what they are good at
doing. Whatever one says about this, I think one must, in all consistency, apply
the same criticisms to scholars in the United States, who do not express their
opinions much in public. (In India, where the media are much more inter-
ested in academics, it was quite easy for scholars to write something about
Gujarat that would get published in a major newspaper, and many did so.

In general, I think that we can only debate this question in a philosophi-
cally respectable way if we first offer a principled account of the responsibil-
ity of scholars to engage in public debate. If we have such an account, we
can at least say who is violating it, in a principled and impartial way. But
what disturbs me about the proponents of the boycott is that they lack such
an account, and certainly do not comment on the actions of scholars in the
United States. vis-a-vis U.S. foreign policy, or the actions of Indian scholars
vis-a-vis Hindu-Muslim relations in India, or the actions of South Korean or
Pakistani scholars vis-a-vis the alarming levels of violence against women in
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those nations—and yet, lacking an account that they would be prepared to
defend and apply impartially, they wish to impose damages on Israeli scholars.

An even more ominous suggestion on the part of the proponents of the
boycotts is that scholars will be exempted from the boycott if they take public
positions that the supporters of the boycotts approve. This is incredibly naive,
because it assumes that all scholars, young and old, no matter what their field,
could publish something in the press if they tried to, a clearly false assump-
tion. But it also violates a core principle of academic freedom, which is that
the positions taken by scholars about political matters are not relevant to their
academic employment.

There are limits to this, where the individual in question commits some
crime—tor example, assault or sexual harassment. But for a group to say that
journals and academic conferences have a litmus test, namely a particular
position on the actions of the government of Israel, is infinitely more threat-
ening than if it simply boycotted all Israeli scholars alike.

Let me mention a case that bears this out. I was recently in India, at Jamia
Milia Islamia, the one national Muslim university. Its current vice chancellor,
or president, is the eminent historical scholar Mushirul Hasan. In 1989, when
the fatwah against Salman Rushdie was announced and his book The Satanic
Verses banned in India, Hasan wrote in defense of Rushdie, urging that the
book not be banned and insisting that we need to protect the principle of the
free exchange of ideas in a democratic society. At that time, he was a profes-
sor of history at the institution, and a dean. The students of the university
immediately announced a boycott of him and his classes, and this boycott
was joined by a substantial number of faculty. The students didn’t stop there:
in fact, a group of them assaulted him on his way to class, and the criminal
charges that resulted from the serious injuries he suffered were only dropped
in December 2006, about fifteen years later (justice is slow in India!), because
Hasan himself decided that he did not want to ruin these young men’s lives,
denying them government jobs forever. Hasan consistently refused to change
his position. He also refused to resign. So, for four years, boycotted and denied
access to his own classrooms, he stayed at home and wrote books. After four
years, he started going to the university again, and things slowly changed.
After the pluralist government took over in the election of 2004, he was
appointed to head the university that had once boycotted him. Now, when
he addresses student groups, students stand and cheer.

I have mentioned this history because it suggests that boycotts of aca-
demic individuals deeply compromise the core values of a university, and
that the current state of India’s universities can be measured by the extent
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to which this boycott directed against an unpopular individual has gradually
become unsustainable. The case also shows that deliberation and discussion
about the purposes of the academy have led the students of Jamia Milia
to a ringing affirmation of both academic freedom and the integrity of an
individual who stood up for that principle—even though, even today, most
of them would still differ strongly with him about Rushdie. I think that we
should behave like today’s Jamia Milia, and not like the Jamia of the Hasan
boycott, showing respect for those whose positions are difterent from our
own or even repugnant to us.

Scholars who have strong views about the Israeli government would
be well advised, I think, to focus on the tactic of organized (nonviolent and
nondisruptive) public protest, directed at the government and its key actors.
If an academic institution in Israel has committed a specific reprehensible act,
then censure is an appropriate tactic. If an individual member of an academic
institution has committed reprehensible acts, then those acts should be pub-
licized and criticized by anyone who wants to criticize them, and one might
also oppose rewarding such an individual with an honorary degree. I have
argued that any more negative action, such as firing the individual, should be
undertaken only in a narrow range of time-honored cases, such as criminal
acts or sexual harassment. Meanwhile, all involved should focus on stating
the facts to the general public, and making good arguments about those facts.
As for the academic boycott, it is a poor choice of strategies, and some of
the justifications offered for it are downright alarming. Economic boycotts
are occasionally valuable. Symbolic boycotts, I believe, are rarely valuable by
comparison with the alternatives I have mentioned, and the boycott in this
case seems to me very weakly grounded.
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Scholars Against Scholarship:

The Boycott as an Infringement
of Academic Culture

he call by the American Studies Association to boycott

Israeli academic institutions has elicited a range of critical

responses that provides a useful frame for understanding

the implications for academic culture. On the one

hand, more than two hundred American colleges and

universities, typically through the oftfice of their presidents,
have denounced the boycott as inimical to the mission of higher education.
Because it introduces a political constraint on academic activity—prohibiting
certain forms of cooperation with the Israeli academic world on the basis
of a set of political judgments—the boycott is viewed as interrupting the
free flow of ideas within the international scholarly community, and this
interruption of ideas is understood to be at odds with the expectation of an
unencumbered pursuit of knowledge. The voluble chorus of denunciation
from across the spectrum of institutions and their leaders indicates how
the boycott and its proponents in the ASA stand outside the mainstream of
higher education. The ASA deserves this criticism; by calling for a boycott of
universities, it has broken faith with the scholarly community and betrayed
deeply held academic values. There might be circumstances in which a
boycott of material products would be plausible, but one should not boycott
ideas or close oft discussion, which is the real content of an academic boycott.

49
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On the other hand, some opponents of the boycott have submitted pro-
posals in various state legislatures and in Congress calling for reductions in
funding to institutions that participate in any such boycott. While the word-
ings of these bills vary, their fundamental principle links government funding
of institutions of higher education to specific political criteria, i.e. rejection
of or participation in the boycott. As of this writing, no such law has been
adopted; nonetheless, the very suggestion of establishing a political criterion
for support for scholarship is worrisome and deserves to be opposed as a
threat to academic freedom. Opening the door to political testing of schol-
arly behavior runs the risk of distorting scholarship and eroding free speech.
(It is questionable whether the courts could even approve these proposals,
given their first amendment implications, but merely opening this discussion
endangers core assumptions about scholarly freedom.)

The anti-boycott legislation is dangerous because it imposes politics
onto scholarship, threatening to sanction scholarly institutions due to cer-
tain political actions (i.e., participating in the boycott of Israeli universities).
Subjecting scholarship to political evaluation can subvert the academic enter-
prise. For this reason, one should oppose these legislative proposals with no
qualifications. Ironically, however, it was the call for the boycott itself, and
especially the ASA endorsement, that established the current connection
between politics and scholarship, introduced a political litmus test into the
scholarly world, and thereby laid the foundation for the threatened legisla-
tive sanctions. The ill-advised ASA decision opened the door for the politi-
cians’ response: the repressive potential of state intrusion into academic affairs
results directly from the underlying structure of the boycott, i.e., the appeal
to impose political judgments (regarding Israel) on the behavior of the indi-
vidual scholars who the ASA has encouraged to engage in various boycott
practices. The politicization of scholarship began with the boycott call, not in
the legislatures; it was the boycott call that began to bully others to conform
to an ideological orthodoxy, and it is the boycott supporters who share the
blame for this potential political repression of scholarship.

The alternative to this assault on academic values involves resisting the
imposition of any political criteria on scholarship, whether the directives
come from state legislatures or from professional scholarly organizations.
Scholarship needs freedom of thought; scholars in the pursuit of knowledge
should not face threats regarding funding cuts, nor should they face politi-
cal denunciation or ostracism on the part of professional associations. Given
the ASA boycott endorsement, scholars of American Studies who dissent
and choose to work with Israeli institutions have become pariahs in their
field, subject to implicit blacklisting and disdain. The ideological crusade
against a political minority undermines core academic values, which should
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be defended against any such repressive agenda. Scholars should be free to
pursue their research without regard to mandates of political correctness.
To endorse that principle, however, would mean that one would have to
renounce the boycott: definitely a desirable outcome, but one which the
boycott adherents are unlikely to adopt: they—wrongly—want to claim the
right to intimidate others with political tests but—rightly—resent submitting
to political tests themselves. If only they would extend that same tolerance to
their political opponents.

Of course, some defenders of the boycott think otherwise, believing that
they can call for fellow scholars to boycott Israeli universities without in
any way undermining academic freedom, infringing on academic culture,
or impeding the free flow of ideas. They argue that their ends—ameliorat-
ing the conditions of Palestinians—justify their means: restricting others’
academic freedom. This is an illusion: the boycott movement is poisoning
debate in the US, and it aspires to eliminate connections between Israeli and
American (and other) universities. It could therefore have a chilling effect
on the world of ideas. By trying to limit what individual scholars do, what
conferences they attend, and with whom they collaborate, the supporters of
the boycott restrict academic freedom. These will be the real effects of the
boycott, which is designed to dissuade scholars from activity in Israel or with
Israeli institutions. It is remarkable and disconcerting that scholars who voted
for the boycott were so prepared to endanger the foundational principles of
scholarly work in the interest of pursuing a political agenda.

Still, some boycott proponents disingenuously reply that, on the contrary,
the boycott does not restrict freedom because—and this now is the crux of
their defense—it is directed exclusively against institutions and not against
individuals: it prohibits cooperation with Israeli academic institutions, not
with individual Israelis. The insistence on this focus on institutions is the
basis on which the plausibility of the boycott is defended.Yet this difterentia-
tion between institutions and individuals is strange and untenable. Eftective
scholarship always depends on institutional support for individual scholars;
individual scholars can thrive only because of their institutional contexts and
the resources that institutions make available: colleagues, students, classrooms,
libraries, laboratories, and of course financial support, including salary and
research funding. Strip away the institution, and the individual scholar barely
survives. However, the ASA boycott is premised on the strangely neo-liberal
illusion that one can strip away that infrastructure without harming the indi-
vidual scholar at all. Yet once one recognizes that the individual necessarily
depends on the institution, then the distinction between the two, which is
central to the argument that the boycott does not infringe on any individual
scholar’s academic freedom, melts away. A boycott of academic institutions
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is necessarily an attack on individual academics, no matter how much the
boycott apologists implausibly assert the contrary. To pretend to welcome
collaboration with Israeli scholars, while insisting that no funding come from
Israeli institutions, is dishonest.

Some boycott advocates may be so ideologically committed to making
an anti-Israel political statement that they blind themselves to the conse-
quences of their own program, in particular the subversion of academic free-
dom through the proscription on institutional support. Others, however, are
surely simply mendacious. To suggest that the boycott will not inhibit Israeli
scholars from attending conferences abroad but only prohibits those schol-
ars from utilizing institutional research funds is deeply cynical. Nonetheless,
this 1s Judith Butler’s understanding of the boycott: “The only request that
is being made is that no institutional funding from Israeli institutions be
used [...].”"7 Butler generously volunteers that such Israeli guests use their
own personal funds, rather than rely on travel support from their own uni-
versities. Precisely how the ASA or Butler envisions monitoring the sources
of travel funding is not addressed because it is not a realistic proposal. The real
result of such a regime, in which Israeli scholars were somehow prohibited
from relying on institutional support for conference attendance, would be a
stifling of international travel and an impoverishment of the scholarly com-
munity. That is the logical consequence of the boycott, as explained by ASA
and Butler; to claim that academic freedom will not suffer is erroneous.

The proposals for legislative sanctions, which represent a further conse-
quence of this politicization of scholarly decision-making, offer another per-
spective on the question of individuals and institutions. If that binary distinc-
tion, individuals versus institutions, were credible in this alternative context,
one could argue that the legislative threats do not endanger individual schol-
ars (those who support the boycott); instead the legislation only endangers
institutions that risk losing funding, and that therefore the legislation contains
no threat to academic freedom since it refrains from targeting individuals.
Yet such a suggestion that the legislative sanctions only threaten institutions
and not individuals is as patently vacuous as the parallel claim regarding the
boycott: one cannot separate individual and institution in either case. Once
one begins to introduce political criteria that discriminate against certain
scholarly practices—such as attending a conference at an Israeli university—
the free flow of ideas and the intellectual latitude of individual scholars are
reduced. A boycott is a version of a political litmus test, and establishing it
will diminish academic freedom, no matter how much the ASA leadership
claims the contrary.

The significant distinction in matters of the boycott is not the illusory
separation between individuals and institutions but rather the genuine distance
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between the radicalism of the boycott rhetoric and the minimalism of it
implementation parameters. This is particularly clear in the guidelines that
the ASA has issued. For example, the ASA justifies its support of the boycott
not on the basis of the occupation in the West Bank or the Israeli settlements
but instead with a blanket condemnation of the substance of Israeli society
as a whole: “As with South Africa, Israel’s system of racial discrimination, at
all institutional levels, constitutes apartheid [...].”"® Support for the boycott
depends on accepting the extremist credo that Israeli democracy is indis-
tinguishable from South African apartheid, a myth that the ASA endorses
thereby undermining its credibility as a scholarly organization. It is a fantasy
that opportunistically trivializes the experience of apartheid in South Africa,
while misrepresenting the reality of Israeli society. Nonetheless, support for
the boycott requires the belief that the problem is not the unresolved Israeli
occupation of parts of the West Bank but the existence of Israel altogether.

Yet against that radical backdrop full of heated rhetoric and the allega-
tion of egregious conditions everywhere in Israel, the ASA chose to issue
a call only for the tamest and most moderate action, indeed for hardly any
action at all: “The ASA understands boycott as limited to a refusal on the
part of the ASA in its official capacities to enter into formal collaborations
with Israeli academic institutions, or with scholars who are expressly serving
as representatives or ambassadors of those institutions (such as deans, rectors,
presidents and others), or on behalf of the Israeli government, until Israel
ceases to violate human rights and international law.” This is an odd promise
since, even without the boycott, the ASA was unlikely to collaborate formally
with Israeli universities or invite its presidents to speak; at this point, the ASA
threat sounds hollow: radical talk with no consequences—just an opportuni-
ty to flaunt political credentials while hoping to pay no price. (The isolation
that the ASA now faces in the academic world and the reputational damage
that it has incurred indicate that the whole episode was costly indeed: it will
be a long time before the ASA can rebuild its credibility.)

However, matters become more complicated when one examines what
the ASA asks of individual scholars. On the one hand, it claims, reassuringly,
to ask nothing: “U.S. scholars are not discouraged under the terms of the
boycott from traveling to Israel for academic purposes, provided they are
not engaged in a formal partnership with or sponsorship by Israeli academic
institutions.” This leniency might seem to corroborate the claim that the
boycott is not intended to infringe on individuals. Yet only a few paragraphs
further, one discovers that “the boycott does oppose participation in con-
ferences or events officially sponsored by Israeli universities.” We should be
clear what that statement means. The ASA has issued an explicit travel ban
for its members, enjoining them from attending conferences in Israel, since
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academic conferences everywhere depend, one way or another, on institu-
tional support. This prohibition on travel to conferences in Israel matches
Judith Butler’s reciprocal understanding of the boycott: “It also means that
when Israeli scholars invite those of us who support the boycott to Israeli
institutions, we decline, explaining that until those institutions minimally
take a public stand against the occupation, we cannot come and support that
silence, that status quo.”'” On this point, interestingly, Butler is less harsh than
the ASA; at least, she suggests that the boycott of an institution might end if
it were to take a public stand “against the occupation” (she does not clarify
if she means the occupation of 1967 or Israel altogether as occupation). In
contrast, the ASA refrains from indicating how an Israeli university could ever
be removed from the list of prohibited venues. An untenured faculty member
in a department chaired by a boycott supporter will risk his or her career by
choosing to visit an Israeli university.

It is impossible not see the ASA prohibition as an attempt to curtail
dialogue—although the ASA repeatedly claims the contrary—and there-
fore a restriction on the free flow of ideas. If one were to observe the ASA
guidelines as quoted here, one should not attend an academic conference
at an Israeli university, which would clearly constitute a limitation on the
possibility of the thwarted visitor to share his or her scholarship, just as it
would reduce the opportunity to develop scholarly collaborations with the
Israeli (or other) scholars one might meet at the conference. While the ASA
purports to claim that it does not intend to impair academic freedom, the
consequences of its directives would inescapably have that result. The mere
assertion by the ASA that it does not want to curtail academic freedom hardly
means that its actions will do no harm. Indeed, the discrepancy between
the unavoidable damage an implemented boycott will do to some scholar’s
academic opportunities and the ASA’s stereotypical disclaimers is so large
that one can only conclude that the ASA leadership, at least, knows full well
that they will be trampling on free scholarship. They just pretend to hide this
inescapable outcome of the boycott.

The hypocrisy of the ASA statement may in fact reflect an underlying
political tension. The unified leadership that endorsed the boycott and the
small number of members who chose to vote for it were clearly eager to
make a political statement by articulating their critique of Israel in the radical
terms of the apartheid criticism (rather than with moderate arguments that
would have focused exclusively on the West Bank). However, the ASA linked
its own verbal radicalism to a minimalist practice that in effect asks nothing of
anyone: “In general, the ASA recognizes that members will review and nego-
tiate specific guidelines for implementation on a case-by-case basis and adopt
them according to their individual convictions.” This proviso represents an
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open door through which any ASA member could with good conscience
avoid any and all boycott directives that the ASA leadership might issue.
By minimizing the expectations directed at members to participate in the
boycott, the leadership effectively conceded that any more stringent under-
standing of the boycott might not have been adopted by skeptics in its mem-
bership. This dumbing down of the boycott must have been an intentional
strategy to enable it to pass the membership vote. It allowed individual ASA
members to cast their ballots for the boycott, while maintaining the illusion
that academic freedom would not be infringed. Of course, it will be; the boy-
cott will have a chilling effect on academic discourse, and it is disheartening
that so many ASA members were evidently prepared to jeopardize academic
culture in order to make a political statement. Even if one were to accept the
ASA critique of Israel (which I do not), the choice of an academic boycott as
a strategy was a bad one, since it undermines basic expectations of academic
culture. One wonders if smarter alternatives were even considered within the
ASA conclaves.

Yet that same proviso, which leaves the terms of the implementation up
to the members, also has an alternative, ominous implication. By depicting
Israel as the functional equivalent of apartheid South Africa, the ASA has
borrowed from an incendiary rhetoric of vilification that casts Israel as the
enemy of humanity. Against the backdrop of that stark verdict, the ASA also
encourages its individual members to act in any way that is consistent with
their “individual convictions.” The organization’s directives do not admon-
ish members to respect others’ academic freedom or their legal rights but
only to implement the boycott however they see fit. The trial of Israel, in
other words, has already ended, the guilty verdict is unambiguous, and in
that context, the ASA appeals to its members to do whatever they like to
the demonized enemy. The likelihood that some ASA members will take
this invitation as an authorization to act more radically is considerable, as we
know from the experience in the United Kingdom. Under the auspices of
the boycott movement there, Israeli scholars were, for example, removed from
the editorial board of a journal, merely on the basis of their nationality. In
other notorious cases, an Isracli graduate student applicant was turned down
for study in the UK because of previous service in the Israeli military, and a
British scholar made a casual meeting with a visiting Israeli colleague con-
tingent on the latter issuing a denunciation of Israeli policies. Every political
movement has its fanatics who are eager to take the law into their own hands,
and the ASA statement provides cover for such anti-Israeli vigilantism. Some
extremists will take the boycott endorsement as license for extreme action,
and nothing in the ASA directives cautions its members against extremism
in the boycott. On the contrary, the apartheid rhetoric invites direct action
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with no limitations. The ASA “individual conviction” proviso represents an
effort by the institution (the ASA) to shuffle responsibility onto the indi-
vidual members, but here too the binary of institution and individual col-
lapses: when the boycott turns into discrimination on the basis of national
origin, as it surely will, the ASA and its leadership will bear responsibility
for unleashing a logic of discrimination. The boycott has let the genie of
bigotry out of the bottle. Boycott supporters whose positions are publicly
known should understand that their participation in the regular processes of
university governance—such as graduate student selection—will necessarily
raise the question of bias, given their expressed hostility to Israeli institutions.
Professional integrity dictates that they should recuse themselves, since their
capacity to judge Israeli applicants objectively is now irreversibly in doubt.

This discrimination against Israelis is the structural racism inherent in
the boycott, whose proponents typically attack their opponents rather than
attacking their opponents’ arguments. For Butler, critics of the boycott are
“mechanical” and “shabby.”* But her denunciatory rhetoric still belongs to
a high road of moderation compared to what one finds elsewhere in the
boycott camp. Following the low road through online comment sections or
in social media, one finds boycott promoters quick to label their opponents as
part of the “Zionist lobby.” To dismiss a critic as part of a lobby means to deny
him or her the right to independent thinking; defamation replaces argument.
To treat lobbies as inherently corrupt betrays a simplistic view of modern
liberal democracy, where lobbies, foundations, and other organizations fill the
political landscape. (The boycott movement itself depends on extensive foun-
dation support even as it pretends to represent Palestinian “civil society.”’) To
use the term “Zionist” as the marker of ultimate vilification raises a difficult
point, but one that it would be dishonest to avoid in this context.

Criticism of Israeli policies or Zionism is not necessarily anti-Semitic.
However, it also holds, obviously, that the mere fact that one has anti-Zionist
views does not prove that one is not anti-Semitic. It is a logical fallacy to
assert that the presence of anti-Zionism proves the absence of anti-Semitism.
That should not be difficult to understand. On the contrary, it would hardly
be surprising to discover that individuals with pronounced anti-Semitic sen-
timents might be hostile to Israel and Israelis, and empirical studies have
demonstrated just such positive correlations between accepting anti-Semitic
stereotypes and anti-Zionist positions.?' In particular in the Middle East and
the public sphere of the Arab press, anti-Zionist politics often go hand in
hand with anti-Semitic caricatures. Nonetheless, some boycott defenders
would prefer to suppress discussions of anti-Semitism in their own ranks by
complaining implausibly that they constantly face insinuations of anti-Semi-
tism—when it is probably a whole lot less than “constantly.” Their refusals to
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face anti-Semitism amount to an attempt to silence the Jewish community
in the face of racism and adversity. What adversity? Leave aside the fantastic
discourses in the Middle East, such as when President of Egypt Adly Mansour
is imagined by his opponents to be Jewish in order to attack him. We can
stay closer to home: In the Electronic Intifada in late 2013, Rania Khalek
counts the Jews—not the Zionists, but the Jews—at The Nation and decides
there are too many.*> With that, the progressive camp has come around to
Jew-counting with hardly a peep of protest, certainly not from the ASA or
any more distinguished humanities association. Not all anti-Zionists fit this
paradigm, but when boycott proponents automatically reject claims of anti-
Semitism a priori, they undermine their own anti-racist credibility.

Yet pulling back from the contradictions of the ASA’s directives, one can
recognize how the boycott discussion involves a return to classic questions of
scholarship and politics. The boycott represents a particularly acute version
of this problem, however, since the boycott is not only a matter of scholars
taking a political position but also one of pursuing a strategy that targets
scholarly institutions: “scholars against scholarship” could be its slogan. It is
akin to that moment in the 1960s when the student movement against the
Vietnam War turned, self-destructively, against the universities, its home base,
rather than against clearer political targets more directly responsible for the
war. In the case at hand, the target is not the Israeli government or the Israeli
military—remarkably, the ASA statement does not proscribe direct coopera-
tion with those institutions—but the academic world, which it so happens
is a hotbed of the Israeli peace movement. It is as if the real political agenda
of BDS were intentionally to achieve a weakening of the peace camp. This
agenda would of course be quite consistent with the content of the radical
rhetoric: the goal is not peace between two sovereign states but the elimina-
tion of the State of Israel.

Had the ASA issued a statement of opinion on the Middle East, no mat-
ter how forceful, one might only have wondered why professional academic
organizations feel compelled to have private foreign policies that stand in
little relation to their core missions. Instead of merely declaring an opinion,
however, the ASA chose to call for a specific action, the boycott, and no mat-
ter how its supporters try to minimize its implications, the aspirational goal
of the boycott can only mean an isolation of Israeli academia and therefore
a reduction in contacts between American and Israeli academic communi-
ties—and, of course, other countries too. Boycott supporters surely must have
thought ahead at least this far to recognize this impoverishment of academic
life as a potential outcome: limiting the free flow of ideas through the exclu-
sion of other points of view. They chose to accept that result, and they should
accept responsibility for the consequences. In this sense too, the boycott
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movement is destructive of academic values, and the boycott originators may
well have intended it to be so. A hatred of knowledge and of reasoned argu-
ment pervades its prose.

Scholars—like everyone else—are members of political communi-
ties and, from the standpoint of civic virtue, one has to welcome politi-
cal involvement, no matter the topic. Yet there is an enormous difterence
between a scholar’s engaging in the public sphere in pursuit of political ends
and a scholar bringing his or her political agenda into the university as the
realm of scholarship. It is worth remembering that the boycott is directed
at the full scope of Israeli universities, i.e., not just a few departments, and
there are wide swaths of academic life, in universities in all countries, where
this sort of politicization of scholarship is absent; i.e., the science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics fields. In contrast, the boycott represents
a sort of politicization of scholarship that is more common in parts of the
humanities—such as the ASA—but that is an exception in the context of the
tull university. (The distinction between individual scholars and institutions
might seem plausible in the humanities but makes no sense in the experi-
mental sciences where collaboration is the norm.) The prominence of the
humanities fields in the academic boycott indicates the marginality of those
fields on the map of contemporary academic life.

Yet even in the humanities, so much more open to scholarly politiciza-
tion than, for example, the medical schools, there remains a certain hesitation
about the degree of politicization that is proper in a classroom. Even in a
course that raises political topics, established academic values mandate that
faculty members should not disadvantage a student who holds alternative
political values. The classroom is not a political rally. The teacher’s mission is
not to inculcate one’s politics but to enhance students’ thinking. Yet given the
extremism of the rhetoric of the boycott proponents, it is doubtful whether
they will be able to maintain this fundamental distinction in their teaching. In
its directives on the boycott, the ASA refrained from warning against politi-
cization of the classroom. Therefore students and parents alike should expect
some scholars, authorized to act on their own conviction, to continue with
the politicization of the college classroom.

Humanists boast of a capacity to speak out, as scholars, on all sorts of
political topics, even when specific expertise is lacking. The contrast between
their disciplinary marginality in the contemporary university—which is
everywhere largely a STEM enterprise—and their sense of self~importance
is stunning. This is particularly the case in statements from professional asso-
ciations, such as the ASA, or their leadership, who misuse their bully pulpits
to pursue their idiosyncratic agenda, oblivious to the damage they do to
the reputation of their associations, their disciplines, and the humanities in
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general. It is hardly a secret that the standing of the humanities in contem-
porary American culture is shaky at best. Even President Obama has come to
dismiss humanistic study as a poor alternative to the STEM fields. Needless
to say, it is unlikely that the professional associations of those disciplines that
enjoy public respect will adopt boycott resolutions. Meanwhile, the call for
the boycott by humanities organizations makes the humanities as whole
appear even more bizarre to the public at large. Scholarly fields that take
themselves seriously do not participate in empty gestures. l
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The Fragility of Academic
Freedom

n the immediate aftermath of the American Studies Association
vote to endorse an academic boycott of Israeli universities, Brooklyn
College political scientist Corey Robin initiated an online dialogue
about ASA’s resolution. Robin supports the ASA’s position. He
also argues that, because ASA has no comprehensive enforcement
mechanism and because compliance is partly up to individuals, its
boycott is really more like an AAUP censure. The AAUP does leave it up
to individual faculty to decide whether to accept employment or lecture at
censured institutions. Robin consequently considers any distinction between
a boycott and censure specious. But the AAUP doesn’t urge faculty not to
cooperate with a censured institution. Instead it issues a warning that the
school may not honor the Association’s widely accepted standards for academic
freedom and shared governance. The AAUP also does not censure institutions
as a whole, let alone their faculties. It censures university administrations.
Moreover, the AAUP only censures university administrations one-by-one,
after a detailed and lengthy investigation that includes opportunities for
all involved to submit documents in evidence; an AAUP investigation also
includes a campus visit by an investigating team to conduct interviews with
all parties. For all these reasons, comparisons between academic boycotts and
AAUP investigations are misleading and invalid.
As University of Oklahoma historian Ben Alpers responded to Robin,
“trying to ban association with an entire nation’s universities is the problem.”

60
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The AAUP did censure five Louisiana universities in the wake of Hurricane
Katrina, but only after conducting five complete campus investigations, a
massive undertaking that cost more than $100,000. ASA, of course, did no
such investigations. Nor did the proposers of an MLA resolution that attacked
Israeli travel policies affecting academics. Indeed, Richard Ohmann, one of
the MLA resolution’s cosponsors, protested at the MLA’s 2014 annual meet-
ing that it was outrageous to expect English professors to match the AAUP’s
investigative standards. But relying on unverified anecdotes, as Ohmann and
Bruce Robbins did, produces unreliable results. Happily, MLA members
chose not to ratify the resolution.

Echoing a misconception that Judith Butler had endorsed a year earlier,
Robin went on to argue that “academic freedom is not merely about an
individual’s right to pursue a program of research or teaching, but also about
material conditions and infrastructure that facilitate research and teaching.”
Given how few US universities actually provide significant research infra-
structure, one would have to conclude that there is precious little academic
freedom here. But in fact academic freedom does not in itself guarantee the
infrastructure faculty need or want. Academic freedom gives them the right
to pursue funding, but it doesn’t guarantee success. Access to infrastructural
support partly depends on the priorities set by campuses and funding agen-
cies. Does a chemist or an engineer have more academic freedom than an
English professor because chemists or engineers are likely to have greater
resources at their disposal? As University of Bristol philosophy professor
Chris Bertram responds, “I can’t claim that my academic freedom has been
violated because there isn’t a world lecture tour organized for me!”

Has Israeli policy restricting movement on the West Bank limited the
ability of Palestinian faculty to exercise their academic freedom? Yes. Have
Palestinians themselves pressured West Bank faculty to conform to approved
political opinions and thus restricted academic freedom? Yes. In a remark-
able instance of blindness, Butler complains that Palestinian faculty had their
academic freedom compromised in such years as 2002 and 2003, “which
is why checkpoints are and should be an issue for anyone who defends a
notion of academic freedom.” But Butler never mentions that her examples
are from the 2000-2005 Second Intifada, when Israel was facing suicide
bombers infiltrating from the West Bank. The principle of academic freedom
gives one no tools with which to evaluate the sort of lethal security threats
Israel confronted, or to decide how academic freedom may reasonably be
compromised as a result.

In response to arguments that academic boycotts are just matters of
ethical choice for individual faculty, Hunter College English professor Sarah
Chinn writes
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Isracli universities have partnerships all over the world in various fields
(not least of which is the new Technion/Cornell campus on Roosevelt
Island). Boycotting Israeli universities means abandoning those part-
nerships, and depriving those scholars of the opportunity to work on
research projects, denying students study abroad possibilities, and shut-
ting down new transnational projects. These relationships are not just
one-on-one, scholar-to-scholar, but require institutional support. It also
means that scholars can’t accept invitations to talk or teach at Israeli uni-
versities, which violates their freedom to disseminate their research and
interact with students and scholars at other institutions.

Robin responds that this “requires you to say that any time a university
shuts down a partnership with another institution—for whatever reason—it
is violating the academic freedom of those who are engaged in the partner-
ship.” Hardly. Universities can curtail such partnerships because they discover
fraud or ethical violations, or because funding has expired. But not for unre-
lated political reasons, which is what academic boycotts do—in violation of
academic freedom.

The following month, in a post titled “The New McCarthyites: BDS, Its
Critics, and Academic Freedom,” Robin ramped up his rhetoric substantially.
In The Jerusalem Post Edward Beck argued that faculty should not wait to
fight organized BDS drives but rather be proactive; they should try to get
anti-boycott principles adopted by academic associations beforehand. And he
suggested that there should be sanctions for faculty who take boycott actions
that compromise academic freedom. Russell Berman in a Haaretz interview
warns that calls for academic boycotts damage higher education by promot-
ing the view that ideas should be judged not by their quality but by a political
assessment based on national origin. Misreading his sources, Robin decides
this means that “the new line of march is that mere advocacy of the boycott is
itself a violation of academic freedom” and that this “should tell us how far
down the road of repression the opponents of the ASA boycott are willing to
go—all in the name of academic freedom.”

It has unfortunately now become standard for BDS advocates in the
US to protest that their academic freedom is under assault whenever some-
one criticizes their arguments. Thus Noura Erakat falsely complains that
“the recent response to the ASA boycott resolution has not challenged the
allegations made against Israel, but has sought to shut down and censor the
conversation altogether.” This is nothing less than a disavowal of the principle
of open debate that is the academy’s fundamental sustaining value.



THE FRAGILITY OF ACADEMIC FREEDOM 63

A few years ago, when I was trying to write some very basic docu-
ments for public outreach about the key concepts that govern academic life,
I wrote a piece called “Defining Academic Freedom.” It was published in
Inside Higher Education.\When I sent a draft to the staff of AAUP’s Department
of Academic Freedom, Tenure, and Shared Governance, they prefaced their
suggestions with a droll caveat: “It’s nice of you to try to educate the public,
but faculty don’t know these things either.”

It’s not surprising that BDS faculty often do not know much about
academic freedom, since most of their colleagues don’t either, but then most
of their colleagues aren’t making pronouncements about academic freedom.
They simply persevere in quiet ignorance. BDS ignorance is, one may say,
more proactive. It’s out there, doing the hard work of spreading confusion
and misinformation.

Consider what may seem a minor example. In a January 2014 issue
of the Chronicle of Higher Education, BDS advocate and ASA activist Eric
Cheyfitz tries to demonstrate his scholarly expertise by citing the AAUP’
1940 “Statement on Academic Freedom and Tenure” and describing it as
“the gold standard.” Unfortunately, it’s not. The 1940 statement is a consen-
sus document designed to get the critical components of a six-year tenure
model widely accepted and to promote universal endorsement of academic
freedom as the main pillar of faculty identity. If you take the trouble to read
Walter Metzger’s essay on the history of the 1940 statement, you will find
that there was considerable debate over the wording. It was clear, for example,
that brevity was key if organizations were to become cosigners. There were
also some compromises necessary. A number of campuses incorporate the
1940 definitions into faculty handbooks. If asked, I advise otherwise. It may
be a standard, but it is not gold. The 1940 text on academic freedom entails
qualifications faculty should be reluctant to embrace.

The problem begins with brevity. Academic Freedom is an abstract prin-
ciple that has to be applied to different questions and contexts. If the AAUP
has a “gold standard,” it is certainly our founding 1915 Declaration, but even
that magisterial and still-inspiring document is colored by the historical con-
text of its composition. As I've pointed out before, it portrays students as much
more naive and impressionable than they are now, a hundred years later, and
it has language about faculty responsibility similar to the 1940 statement that
is problematic. Nonetheless, the Centennial edition of the AAUP’s Redbook
collection of documents will open with the 1915 Declaration because much
of it remains telling and relevant today. The problems with the 1940 state-
ment include its avoidance of more nuanced explanation and its warning that
faculty “should at all times be accurate, should exercise appropriate restraint,
should show respect for the opinions of others.” Is there any academic field
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that shows less adherence to this set of guidelines than Mideast Studies? We
like to say that these guidelines are hortatory, not mandated, but putting them
in a faculty handbook raises the specter of enforcement.

Enforcement is almost inevitably selective and often directed at politi-
cally controversial faculty. Cheyfitz himself protested the politically motivated
firing of University of Colorado Professor Ward Churchill, as did L. In the
current debates, one needs to be sensitive to the possibility that whichever
group is politically empowered in the future—pro- or anti-boycott facul-
ty—will use the strictures in the 1940 statement to punish their opponents.
Honoring fundamental principles irrespective of political opportunities is the
only sound policy either now or in the long run.

Yet the AAUP really has no one document that covers all elements of
academic freedom. It never will have one, in part because the application of
academic freedom is affected by technical innovations, new legal rulings, and
new historical developments, and thus requires context-specific analysis. It is
by no means easy to decide how academic freedom applies to new conditions.
People have to work very hard at it. That said, if you want a concise defini-
tion, you might use the one from the organization’s 2009 Garcetti report:

Academic freedom is the freedom to teach, both in and outside the class-
room, to conduct research and to publish the results of those investiga-
tions, and to address any matter of institutional policy or action whether
or not as a member of an agency of institutional governance. Professors
should also have the freedom to address the larger community with
regard to any matter of social, political, economic, or other interest, with-
out institutional discipline or restraint, save in response to fundamental
violations of professional ethics or statements that suggest disciplinary
incompetence.

The AAUP produced that definition in response to a US Supreme
Court ruling that some district courts have applied to faculty speech about
governance issues with deeply troubling results. What this definition most
fundamentally emphasizes is that academic freedom covers faculty speech
rights—in teaching, research, governance, and public commentary. It is partly
a product of recent legal threats to those speech rights, but it remains nothing
more than a clarification and shoring up of the specific terrain of speech and
does not modify the fundamental principle at stake.

The AAUP is constantly engaged in rearticulating its core beliefs to the
historical and political pressures of the day, which is different from either
abandoning or dramatically expanding them. Academic Freedom and National
Security in a Time of Crisis (2003) takes up the academic freedom implications
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of the Patriot Act. Freedom in the Classroom (2007) engages recent conserva-
tive efforts to limit academic freedom rights in classroom political speech.
Protecting an Independent Faculty Voice: Academic Freedom After Garcetti v. Ceballos
(2009) warned about the implications for shared governance speech of fed-
eral district court decisions following a key US Supreme Court case. Ensuring
Academic Freedom in Politically Controversial Academic Personnel Decisions (2011)
sets guidelines for preventing reprisals directed toward critics of Israeli policy,
among other recent victims of efforts to curtail academic freedom.To say that
the AAUP simply hews to an inflexible principle and ignores historical condi-
tions is both ignorant and untrue. The unending record of the AAUP’ policy
work addressing the changing political and economic landscape—contained
in these and other reports freely available on the AAUP website—decisively
demonstrates otherwise. The Journal of Academic Freedom’s pro-boycott authors
seem to think that only they realize that sustaining academic freedom requires
constant struggle, whereas in fact the AAUP has been at the forefront of that
struggle for a hundred years.

To offer another example of how changing conditions can make clari-
fication of academic freedom necessary: universities have been very aggres-
sively seeking to eliminate faculty patent rights since 2011. I've coauthored
a new 2013 policy document, along with a book-length AAUP report
(Recommended Principles to Guide Academy-Industry Relationships), detailing the
AAUP’s position that academic freedom covers not only the research you do
but also decisions about how the fruits of that research are to be disseminated.
Academic freedom doesn’t end when you create something valuable; it cov-
ers decisions about how you want it to be shared with the rest of the world.
Dissemination is once again grounded in speech.

Sometimes the AAUP decides that an earlier position on an applica-
tion of academic freedom was misguided. Convinced that academic freedom
does not assure confidentiality in a faculty member’s financial dealings with
outside agencies and companies funding research, I coauthored a complete
revision of our policy on disclosure of conflicts of interest in 2013 as well.
That said, the unending process of rearticulating the principle of academic
freedom to emerging historical conditions does not mean, as David Lloyd
and Malini Johar Schueller assert, that “academic freedom extolled by the
AAUP is a geopolitically based privilege rather than a transhistorical right.”
As I have argued in print, transcendent notions are produced within history
and exist in dialogue with social and political reality, but that does not mean
they are useless. A principle that has been sustained over time and has sur-
vived legal and political changes can have significant cultural power. Indeed,
more than one of the JAF’s pro-boycott authors urges that academic free-
dom be linked to universal, transhistorical understandings of human rights.
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Apparently some transhistorical categories are more equal than others. Part
of the work of rearticulation and clarification that the AAUP engages in is
designed precisely to preserve academic freedom as a transhistorical principle.
If it 1s not that, it is expendable to political expediency, which is exactly the
status BDS is proposing for it.

BDS advocates regularly cite some of the American academics who have
had their careers threatened or terminated because of their critiques of Israeli
policy. In fact, it is the AAUP and its leaders that took up their cause, some-
thing for which the authors of these essays give the organization no credit.
The AAUP went to extraordinary lengths to defend Sami Al-Arian. It flew a
team down to Florida and made certain his leave was salaried. It demanded
a full and fair hearing until the FBI took matters out of our hands. It had
an investigation in place to defend Norman Finkelstein until he reached a
settlement with DePaul University that prevented him from permitting the
AAUP to pursue his case further. When David Robinson was under attack at
UC Santa Barbara, I defended him as AAUP president. When Israeli faculty
member Neve Gordon was attacked in both Israel and the US for his boycott
advocacy, I defended him in “Neve Gordon’s Academic Freedom,” an essay
published in Inside Higher Education, something for which both he and his
family expressed their gratitude. These are the fruits of our “ahistorical” and
“depoliticized” concept of academic freedom.

Bottom line: best not to pretend expertise on academic freedom unless
you become a student of the subject. We all assume that one cannot speak
confidently about microbiology or French poetry without studying them.
Why do we assume academic freedom is a matter of common sense? It is not
a concept to invoke casually, but rather one that requires serious reflection,
careful application, and constant monitoring. Of course, I wish every faculty
member would do just that. If Eric Cheyfitz were a student of academic
freedom, he would know that his confident division between individual aca-
demic freedom and institutional rights is not so simple or so absolute as he
thinks. My own “Defining Academic Freedom” essay lists a number of rights
faculty often incorrectly think are guaranteed by academic freedom. But the
AAUP also believes, I think regrettably, that collective faculty decisions rou-
tinely trump individual freedom regarding pedagogical choices. One might
suggest that if you are a bit unclear about what academic freedom means in
the US you might pause before trumpeting the need to boycott universities
abroad.

Let me detail some of the additional misconceptions that guide BDS
thinking. I'll concentrate for now on the 2013 essays published in the AAUP’s
Journal of Academic Freedom.The historical errors begin with the absurd claim
by Lloyd and Schueller that “if there has ever been anywhere a systematic
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denial of academic freedom to a whole population, rather than to specific
individuals or institutions, it is surely in Palestine under Israeli occupation.”
How many African, Asian, Eastern European, or Middle Eastern countries
whose whole university populations are denied any semblance of academic
freedom would one have to cite to discredit this hyperbole? Other curious
assertions would include the bizarre statement that the AAUP “implicitly
denies the freedom to criticize Israel to the US-based Palestinian students
its policies so dramatically affect.” As I stated above, the factual record dem-
onstrates that the AAUP has repeatedly defended the right to criticize Israeli
policy.

The conceptual errors are equally serious. Bill Mullen confidently
declares that “academic freedom is a subset of political freedom,” a claim
the AAUP would dispute. The two are partly entangled in the US because
of the Bill of Rights, but the legal status of academic freedom varies from
country to country. Britain’s libel laws, for example, limit the speech that
academic freedom could protect there. Germany restricts Holocaust denial;
we do not. In the US, however, we argue that academic freedom covers a
very specific set of rights appropriate to the academy. Supreme Court deci-
sions, for example, make it possible for employers to discipline you for public
statements that aftect a corporation’s capacity to conduct business. Only aca-
demic freedom can offer broad protection against institutional reprisals for
extramural speech. That doesn’t mean we cannot recommend our laws and
values to other countries. But no one so far as I know is urging a boycott
of German universities because state law means academic freedom does not
cover Holocaust denial. Here, unless you were, say, a professor of modern
history or a member of another academic discipline for which knowledge
of modern history was a prerequisite, academic freedom would protect you
against campus reprisals for Holocaust denial.

Omar Barghouti attempts to parse a series of tests of academic freedom,
and in almost every instance gets it wrong. He begins by suggesting that uni-
versities need to be able “to discourage academics from engaging in acts or
advocating views that are deemed bigoted, hateful, or incendiary.” Of course
it is state and federal law, not university policy, that ultimately govern incen-
diary speech. Setting aside the problem of deciding what is objectively hate-
ful, the AAUP, the ACLU, and FIRE (the Foundation for Individual Rights
in Education) all urge the same solution: corrective speech, not restrictions
on speech. Does Barghouti suppose there was no such incendiary speech on
Palestinian campuses during the Intifadas? Then he goes on to ask whether an
academic institution should tolerate, under the rubric of academic freedom,
a hypothetical lecturer’s advocacy of the “Christianization of Brooklyn.” As
former AAUP General Secretary Ernie Benjamin pointed out in response,
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the answer is very simple: Yes. Barghouti assumes this example is one that
his readers would reject out of hand because he has virtually no reliable
understanding of academic freedom. Finally, just to be sure we will all be
scandalized and that Jewish critics of the BDS campaign for an academic
boycott of Israel will be shown to have a double standard, he asks whether
“academics who uphold Nazi ideology . . . enjoy the right to advocate their
views in class?” While we would insist on students’ right to disagree, the
AAUP would again answer “yes.” What Barghouti really endorses is getting
the right people in power so they can suppress speech of which he disap-
proves. His goal is selective academic tyranny, not academic freedom. And yet
he is honored as a shining spokesperson for judgments about how universities
should do business.

BDS advocates almost all solemnly and bizarrely suggest that Israeli
universities are unique in “systematically providing the military-intelligence
establishment with indispensable research.” Have they considered compa-
rable research on American campuses? University research in the US, Israel,
and many other countries serves the nation state in ways many of us find
objectionable. The AAUP argues that no classified research should be done
on campus, a principle that should apply in all countries. Such a prohibition
would help reduce the military-oriented university research that so troubles
Barghouti in his essay. But it would not completely prohibit American,
British, French, or Israeli universities from doing military research.

Many BDS advocates persist in saying the AAUP is hypocritical in hav-
ing raised no objections to a comprehensive economic boycott of South Africa
while objecting to a targeted academic boycott of Israel. They simply repeat
this comparison despite the fact that any student could understand the difter-
ence between an economic and an academic boycott. If you track the cynical
and contradictory way that BDS advocates deploy the concept of academic
freedom you eventually realize that to many of them it means very little.
Their essays repeatedly invoke the concept because it means something to
us, their readers. They feel they can win us over if they appear to respect it.

In the end, BDS is more than willing to sacrifice academic freedom
to its political agenda. American and Israeli academic freedom must be set
aside in order to seek justice for Palestinians. The underlying logic—the
implicit message being sent—was most frankly expressed in a 2014 Harvard
Crimson column by Sandra Korn, an undergraduate. Titled “The Doctrine of
Academic Freedom,” the subtitle makes its argument explicit: “Let’s give up
on academic freedom in favor of justice.” Korn endorses BDS, but she also
wants to extend its principles to all teaching and research:
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Student and faculty obsession with the doctrine of “academic freedom”
often seems to bump against something I think much more important:
academic justice . ...When an academic community observes research
promoting or justifying oppression, it should ensure that this research
does not continue . . . After all, if we give up our obsessive reliance on
the doctrine of academic freedom, we can consider more thoughtfully
what is just.

Sami Hermez and Massoun Soukarieh give the BDS take on the same
critique of academic freedom, arguing that “this concept is serving US inter-
ests rather than those of local people’s struggles, that it is supporting power
rather than speaking truth to power.” Actually, academic freedom protects the
right to speak truth to power, but not if there is only one truth you want to
have spoken. Contrary to the argument by Corey Robin that opened this
essay, signs of a new McCarthyism are in evidence among BDS supporters.

Perhaps the most shameless advocate of a new McCarthyism is Steven
Salaita. In classic Orwellian doublespeak, he recalls the academic commu-
nity’s failure to honor academic freedom in the 1950s, then argues for aca-
demic boycott sanctions against Zionists. In a 2014 post on the University of
Minnesota Press website, he assures us that “only individuals who consciously
participate in advocacy for the Israeli state would be aftected. Boycott transfers
responsibility to the individual, but never targets her for preemptive exclu-
sion.” The new BDS McCarthyism is organized around an implicit question:
“Are you now or have you ever been a Zionist?”

Salaita also condenses BDS wisdom into a continuing series of sopho-
moric, bombastic, or anti-Semitic 2014 tweets (https://twitter.com/steves-
alaita): “UCSCdivest passes. Mark Yudoft nervously twirls his two remaining
hairs, puts in an angry call to Janet Napolitano” (May 28); “10,000 students
at USF call for divestment. The university dismisses it out of hand. That’s
Israel-style democracy” (May 28); “Somebody just told me EW. DeKlerk
doesn’t believe Israel is an apartheid state. This is what Zionists have been
reduced to” (May 28);“All of Israel’s hand-wringing about demography leads
one to only one reasonable conclusion: Zionists are ineffective lovers” (May
26); “Universities are filled with faculty and admins whose primary focus is
policing criticism of Israel that exceeds their stringent preferences” (May 25);
““Israel army’ and ‘moral code’ go together like polar bears and rainforests”
(May 25); “Keep BDS going! The more time Israel spends on it, the fewer
resources it can devote to pillaging and plundering” (May 23);“So, how long
will it be before the Israeli government starts dropping white phosphorous
on American college campuses?” (May 23); “Even the most tepid overture to
Palestinian humanity can result in Zionist histrionics” (May 21); “All life is
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sacred. Unless you’re a Zionist, for whom most life is a mere inconvenience
to ethnographic supremacy” (May 20);“I fully expect the Israeli soldiers who
murdered two teens in cold blood to receive a commendation or promotion”
(May 20); “Understand that whenever a Zionist frets about Palestinian vio-
lence, it is a projection of his own brute psyche” (May 20); “I don’t want to
hear another damn word about ‘nonviolence.” Save it for Israel’s child-killing
soldiers” (May 19); “I stopped listening at ‘dialogue.” (May 27). The last
example here presumably advises BDS students how interested they should
be in conversations with people holding different views. More recently he
adds, “if Netanyahu appeared on TV with a necklace made from the teeth of
Palestinian children, would anyone be surprised” (July 19) and “By eagerly
conflating Jewishness and Israel, Zionists are partly responsible when people
say antisemitic shit in response to Israeli terror” (July 18). It is remarkable
that a senior faculty member chooses to present himself in public this way.
Meanwhile, the mix of deadly seriousness and low comedy in this appeal
to students is genuinely unsettling. As Salaita says of his opposition in an
accusation better applied to himself, he has found in Twitter “the perfect
medium” in which to “dispense slogans in order to validate collective self-
righteousness” (May 14).

Barghouti is less crude, but he is writing from the same set of con-
victions: “Without adhering to a set of inclusive and evolving obligations,
academic institutions and associations have little traction to discourage aca-
demics from engaging in acts or advocating views that are deemed bigoted,
hateful, or incendiary”” Summarizing Barghouti’s parallel line of reasoning,
Stanley Fish writes sardonically that “when something truly horrible is hap-
pening in the world, the niceties of academic freedom become a luxury we
can’t (and shouldn’t) afford . .. academic freedom, traditionally understood
as the freedom to engage in teaching and research free from the influences
or pressures of politics, is being declared an obstacle to—even the enemy
of—genuine freedom.” Butler worries that “debates on academic freedom
constitute something of a displacement of political analysis” that should be
focused on Palestinian rights. Ignoring the historical record, Salaita announces
that “academic freedom is a byproduct (and progenitor) of deeply conform-
ist institutional cultures.” Mullen and Barghouti decry academic freedom’s
“casual fetishization” as “part of a liberal hegemony” that places it above basic
human rights, but the AAUP and other advocates of academic freedom do
not rank it in relation to, say, the right to health care or the right to trial by a
jury. Mullen castigates “academic freedom as part of a liberal hegemony that
provides ideological cover for brutal acts of intellectual and political terror
by Israel.” But no one argues that academic freedom covers military action
or justifies political terror. Barghouti claims that, by asserting that academic
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freedom is of “paramount importance,” the AAUP “sharply limits the moral
obligations of scholars in responding to situations of serious violations of
human rights.” The reality is that the AAUP takes no position on our global
responsibility to fight human rights abuses. Supporting academic freedom
and protesting violations of human rights are perfectly compatible activi-
ties, but they are not necessarily linked. Academic freedom is a privileged
concept in the context of higher education. The AAUP accepts no shame in
its unqualified promotion.

Contrary to the argument that Rima Najjar Kapitan makes in her con-
tribution to the JAF issue—that “academic freedom is fundamental to our
social order partly because of its relationship to other fundamental rights
and values”’—academic freedom’ role in facilitating other human rights
is very limited. Certainly it helps protect other human rights on campus,
and, in those countries that honor the protection academic freedom gives
to extramural speech, the contributions faculty and students make to public
advocacy and debate. At the same time, academic freedom cannot thrive in
broadly repressive regimes like those historically in power in East Germany,
Libya, North Korea, South Africa, the Soviet Union, Iran, and Syria, among
others. Nor does it exist in comprehensively restrictive and undemocratic
regimes like Saudi Arabia or Singapore. Israel is not such a country. Academic
freedom is alive and well west of the green line.

Academic freedom is a specialized right that is not legally implicated in
the full spectrum of human rights that nations should honor. The AAUP does
not, as Barghouti claims, advocate “privileging academic freedom above all
other freedoms.” It simply is not an international human rights organization.
Perhaps all AAUP members would endorse “the ultimate ethical principle of
the equal worth of all human lives,” but the AAUP’s primary organizational
mission is the state of higher education in the United States. When other
countries violate the AAUP’s fundamental higher education principles, the
organization condemns them for doing so if it has conclusive evidence, but
it does not pretend to investigate either academic freedom or human rights
throughout the world.

On the one hand, Mullen, Barghouti, and other BDS leaders claim to
be defending academic freedom, while elsewhere in the same essays they
actually disparage it. Salaita declares himself “tepid about academic freedom
as a right” and adds “the preservation of academic freedom as a rights-based
structure, in other words, shouldn’t be the focus of our work.” Sunaina Maira
bloviates, “the boycott enlarges academic freedom for all.” Academic boycotts
aim to kill academic freedom in order to save it, but academic freedom is
more fragile than the mythical phoenix. It will not rise triumphant from the
ashes of the State of Israel. M
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GABRIEL NOAH BRAHM AND
ASAF ROMIROWSKY

Anti-Semitic in Intent
1f Not in Effect:

Questions of Bigotry, Dishonesty, and Shame

t was a question of questions. Both asked and unasked. Answered and
unanswered. And, most of all, questions answered badly—prompting
more questions to be asked.
At the January 2014 annual gathering of the Modern Language
Association (MLA) in Chicago, papers were given on the usual
range of specialized topics in literary studies; candidates for jobs in
English were interviewed; and the association of experts on modern language
took extraordinary steps toward establishing a foreign policy. Starting small—
presumably out of a sense of proportion indicated by modesty, given their
lack of qualifications in this area—the professors of English, etc., prudently
chose to begin with a proposal aimed solely at just one tiny country. As if
to say, the more miniscule the target, the better—forgetting that although
relatively small things may look easier to blast, they require better aim, even
with big guns like national organizations the size of the MLA.

Yet not without precedent did the academic boycott lobby inside the
MLA select their strategy of largely meaningless, if vociferous, denunciation
of Israel in particular. Cleverly, like the United Nations itself in this way—no
doubt the MLA activists were aware that three-fourths of all UN resolutions
that single out a lone country for criticism by the General Assembly have
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been aimed at the Jewish state—the professors of various literatures knew
just where to begin healing the world, by piling on with the “language.”
Moreover, not just the UNGA, but a smaller and less important MLA sister
organization—the American Studies Association (ASA)—had also recently
decided on a similarly cowardly course of action, and even went as far as vot-
ing to endorse the boycott of Israeli academic institutions. While the prob-
lems with a corrupt General Assembly are no secret (its motives for attacking
Israel, mostly symbolically and out of all proportion, are well understood by
that institution’s observers), the ASA’s weird decision to pick now to get in
on the Israel-bashing phenomenon of many years raised a question. Why?

‘Which in turn gave rise to an answer.

As explained by ASA President, Professor Curtis Marez, in what quickly
became an infamous joke—although/because he really was serious (he actu-
ally said it), ““You have to start somewhere.”

The inanity and appalling ignorance of this irresponsible statement
aside, taken seriously (as meant) for the sake of argument, Marez’s question-
begging response begs the further question: Why not, then, simply “start”
the American Studies scholars’ campaign for justice in the world beyond
America’s borders a little more ambitiously—with the announcement of an
even-handed policy, directed at the type(s) of injustice that the ASA mem-
bership presumably, rightly, abhors, wherever such wrongdoing rears its ugly
head? Nor would a politically neutral, balanced, ethically universalist approach
need to have been interpreted absurdly as mandating action everywhere all
at once (as some of ASA’s defenders have mockingly claimed), but would
instead have served to clarify the organizations’ mission and intent. Is it to
help redress wrongs committed by the imperfect Jewish state alone? Or, do
the professional Americanists, more reasonably and morally, have an interest
in human rights and scholars’ rights around the world, as these are imperiled
daily by states far more imperfect than tiny, liberal-democratic, Israel, and
with which the US also has strong ties?

Understandably, such questions begat more questions—until the whole
ASA scheme and its aftermath came to seem...questionable, indeed. If, for
example, because of the perceived wrongdoings of a government, an aca-
demic organization is going to boycott fellow academics—which was the ASA’s
“brilliant” strategy—and it wants to do so on the basis of nationality and in
the name of academic freedom, well, is that not first of all itself a violation
of academic freedom? And second, but no less important, an ethno-racist
policy, too? Dubious enough tactics in general, right? Except it’s worse than
that—when one recalls that the supposed transgression under indictment by
today’s “progressive” academic organizations is precisely (what else?) Israel’s
own ostensible (purported) inhibition of academic freedom on ethno-nationalist
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grounds! Moreover, if any of that were the real issue with Israel (instead of
a red herring, given Israel’s vibrant and free academic culture) then why not
at least (for appearances’ sake if nothing else) shun as well the academics
of China, Turkey, Russia, or even the United States? Since none of these
countries are above criticism when it comes to what Israel gets branded with
by its obsessed detractors—the violation of “human rights,” “occupation,”’
disrespect for “indigeneity,” etc.—one would have thought that the American
Studies Association might have found ample reason to boycott itself first of all,
on these sorts of grounds.

But once you open up a can of worms, why not go further and ques-
tion the policies of such model states as Iran, Syria or North Korea—places
where, very much unlike Israel, with its thriving civil society, there is no
academic or political freedom? If, that is, you, with your can-of-worms opener,
were serious about “starting somewhere” appropriate that made real sense, in
a genuine campaign to better the world. Instead, the ASA chose to start with
Israel—a country born heroically out of the national liberation struggle of a
small minority of the earth’s population, the Jewish people, in a movement
to free itself from centuries of European endo-colonization, by renewing its
ties to its own indigenous lands, and facing the kind of menace that turned
out to include the only truly global-eliminationist genocide in history. Had
Zionism succeeded in establishing a state by, say, 1933, would there have been
a Holocaust? Questions, questions—Marez’s “answer” about where to start
just begs so many of them, it’s hard to know where to stop!

For example, there is even the question (dare we say it? dare we not?) of
anti-Semitism in the movement to boycott Israel. After all, when today’s “new”
anti-Semitism (as it’s called) distinguishes itself qualitatively from just more
of the same “old” kind, it does so largely on the basis of attacks against not
only Jews but the Jewish state, some of which even go so far as advocating an
end to Israel as a Jewish state. For this is the sine qua non of peace, freedom,
and justice in the world. So, is not the very proposition of boycotts with the
intent of helping to eventually wipe Israel from the map anti-Semitic by defi-
nition? While those in the academic boycotts movement (in this not unlike
most Jew-haters around the world today) have disdain for the discredited,
moldy old label, “anti-Semite” (even members of Hamas and its supporters
reject the accusation), they proudly emblazon the term “anti-Zionist” upon
their escutcheons (again, in line with virtually all kinds of resurgent anti-
Semitism today). So there is a question here too. Has the world really forgot-
ten what this reviled thing Zionism—which it is assumed to be so respectable
to declare oneself openly “anti-“—really was and is? Namely, the movement
for the self-preservation (only partly successtul) and autonomy of a people no
less beleaguered by oppression than any in history.
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Questions, questions. Yet, with the ASA’s previous blunder as recently
established precedent, committed portions of the MLA were in no mood for a
history lesson—but instead, activists in that organization merely followed suit,
in a competition to see which organization could pass a more mindless reso-
lution more thoughtlessly. Thus, at the January 2014 convention in Chicago,
there came to be a “roundtable” discussion given over entirely to denouncing
the Jewish state. Organized by a wing of the pro-boycotts, anti-Israel lobby
internal to the MLA, it was a part of larger eftorts to promote a “BDS” agenda
(Boycotts, Divestments, and Sanctions against the Jewish state) within academia.
And it offered no better justification for such an agenda than Professor Marez
had given when queried—which tells you something. To wit: Professor Barbara
Harlow, when asked from the floor a question similar to that put to the ASA
President (“Of all the nations in all the trouble-spots on earth, why have you
chosen Israel in particular for censure?”), responded blithely:“Why not?” It was
symptomatic. It was gestures like that which tended to indicate that the MLA
leaders of the academic and cultural boycotts movement might actually be as
ignorant—if not, indeed, incurious—about the special object of their peculiar
ire as the ASA as a whole seemed to be.

Which brings us to the question of yet another question: What else
besides ignorance might this all be a sign of? Are such oddly unabashed,
uncannily parallel expressions of indifference to the very issues ostensibly up
for debate merely a random feature of this particular discussion? Or, are these
symptoms symptomatic precisely of what often happens when self-styled
scholar-activists voice opinions outside their fields of expertise, as (often
poorly informed) activists rather than scholars per se? But if that were so
(and while everyone’s got a right to an opinion), then why should their—
ourl—scholarly organizations be allowed to be used as anyone’s preferred
organs of protest on matters outside of their field of study? Scholars stand for
scholarship. Putting a scholarly seal on anti-Israelism isn’t kosher.

Shametully, it was after several more hours of such “answers” to the
question of what was going on, most of them resembling Harlow’s shrug,
that at the end of the day (literally), the Delegate Assembly (DA) of the
MLA approved a proposal to put a proposal critical of Israel before the full
membership, a question to be voted on by the organization as a whole in the
months ahead (as yet an undecided issue at the time of this writing). What
this means is that much of what was said at the DA meeting in January to
justify the MLA’s considering a foray into foreign policy made no more sense
than the hullaballoo that BDS supporters now routinely seek to stir up—as
a way of casting aspersions almost as an end in itself. In fact, the MLA pro-
posed resolution’s chief architects—Professors Richard Ohmann, and Bruce
Robbins—as much as admitted defeat of their original idea, in terms of any real
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substance their proposal might have ever been thought to have had. They had
to, in order to try to save face, when it was quickly made clear that what they
had spent god-knows how long drafting didn’t make any factual or moral
sense. And so it was that they themselves were forced to question—throw
out—much of what they had planned to ask for an answer about, in the form
of a vote, from members of the DA!

Thus: in response to criticisms from concerned fellow MLA members
prior to any voting whatsoever, they—the proposal’s chief advocates them-
selves—drastically cut portions that were easily shown to be manifestly absurd,
leaving just a rump statement that was even crazier (more illogical) than the
one they had thought was as good as any place to “start” from (because “why
not?”’). So: here’s what happened. Instead of a resolution, as first formulated,
protesting against Israel’s policy toward those scholars wishing to visit Gaza
(mention of which was excised soon after the would-be critics’ critics pointed
out that Israel hasn’t occupied Gaza for years, and Egypt anyway controls its
southern border-crossing, making the singling out of Israel in this regard even
more problematic); instead of language condemning Israel for “arbitrary” deni-
als of entry to the country (removed as well after other MLA members asked
for evidence of arbitrariness, and the foes of Israel could produce none): instead,
a significantly redacted resolution was finally put forward. But yet it still only
passed by just seven votes out of 113 ballots cast!

Listen to this: The statement as finally forwarded had eliminated from it
all reference to either Gaza or arbitrariness, which seemed fair enough. Except
when one paused to recall that without the erroneous bits about arbitrariness
and travel to Gaza, there was nothing left on which to base the original claim
of the MLA’s having a professional obligation to respond to a U.S. State
Department Travel Warning—which, in point of fact, is a prudent warning
that applies not to Israel at all but to Gaza, because it is governed by a terrorist
organization. Hamas! Without the claim that Israel denies entry to its national
territory “arbitrarily,” in other words (just for fun, lacking reasons, because the
Jewish state is a gang of fascists), there was nothing left of the original claim at
issue. All the resolution finally “accused” Israel of was controlling its borders
because of security concerns, as do the governments of all nations. Bizarrely,
as the five and a half hour meeting of the Delegate Assembly dragged on,
“Why not?” had morphed into “So what?” before the assembled delegate’s
eyes. And in order to avoid having to answer real questions such as those we
have raised here. Questions some even tried to raise at the meeting itself,
although it wasn't easy for Israel supporters to get a chance at the mic that
day, for reasons that were reported on in Inside Higher Education, The Chronicle
of Higher Education, and elsewhere.?
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‘What it came down to was that, in spite of the emptiness of the resolu-
tion’s final wording (or rather, precisely because of it!), there was a feeling
in the room that had to be assuaged, stimulated by the committed BDSers
in attendance (of which there appeared to have been about 60). The feeling
seemed to be that Israel simply had to be deemed somehow uniquely to
blame for something—and so it was. And so it was that a purely symbolic
proposed resolution, void of content, logic, or substance, was approved by a
slim margin to be put before the membership for a final vote later on in the
year, with a clear intent of nothing more (or less) than stigmatizing Israel in
the hopes of lending credence to the cause of those who question its very
legitimacy, and would deny its right to existence as a UN member state.

So it was that Bigoted, Dishonest, and Shametul (BDS) double-standards
aimed at demonizing and delegitimating Isracl—Natan Sharansky’s “3D Test of
Anti-Semitism” in relation to the Jewish state—were firmly in place and
fully in effect where one might naively have thought least to find them.*
And, thus precisely it is that we believe BDS to be, in actuality, a movement
that is anti-Semitic, first and foremost, in intent—if indeed, hopefully not, as
it appears from the gutted resolution’s meaningless wording, in eftect. With
apologies to Lawrence Summers for our inversion of his well-known for-
mula to fit the absurd circumstances of the MLA’s “postmodern” politics—a
view of the world in which image is thought to be everything and reality
nothing—it appears that it is in fact the intent to create an image that is, in
this case, the only real effect.

Now let’s be crystal clear: the BDS insistence on the Palestinian “right of
return” and an end to the “greater occupation” of ““all Arab lands” in a terri-
tory stretching “from the river to the sea” is the antithesis of a call for peace and
reconciliation between two peoples in a compromise solution that would
allow both a place in the sun, side by side in some kind of harmony.® Rather,
it becomes painfully apparent that, for committed extremists of the academic
and cultural boycotts movement, Palestinian identity is now conceived of
as synonymous with three things—all non-starters in any peace negotia-
tions with a chance of success, as everyone knows who is serious. For BDS
trumpets: (1) the “right of return”; (2) the permanent, sanctified struggle
with Israel until the bitter end, without genuine recognition of the Jewish
state or real, meaningful compromise; and (3) perpetual recognition of the
Palestinian’s own status and that of all their descendants until the end of time as
refugees, dispossessed of the land of Israel/Palestine with the connivance of
the international community. More reasonably, however—since many, if not
most, of the originally displaced victims of the 1948 Nakba would presum-
ably be dead by now of old age or close to it—others have referred to the
actual refugee problem as a diminishing, not growing, one. The actual refugee
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problem per se simply can’t go on forever and becomes increasingly moot,
ironically enough, due to what might be termed, albeit sadly yet inevitably,
“facts in the ground.” But Israel’s haters won’t mourn the dead and with that
let their hatred die too, which they instead seek to keep alive and pass on
from generation to generation.

To make matters worse, those stalwart BDSers, who know better, often
seek to evade the “anti-Semitic” (because anti-Zionist) label, by resorting to
ignoring or covering up what Palestinians say in Arabic about their political
demands; the definition of their national identity; and widespread attitudes
toward Israelis. While not unique to American “scholarly activism” (or is it
“activist scholarship™?), this linguistic security fence is unfortunately often an
obstruction to constructive American and European engagement with the
Middle East—a structural feature of the rhetorical landscape that effectively
forces meaningful discussion miles out of its way, thus avoiding the real issues
at stake both inside academe and beyond. For, while the problematic phrase
“right of return” is sometimes explained away as inherently symbolic by
definition, rather than practical, just an element of the Palestinian “narrative”
regarding the blameless circumstances of their diaspora; Israelis are in fact
compelled in many ways to confront real demands along these lines, faced
with interlocutors who insist both that they (“the Jews” or at most “the
Zionist entity”) accept the narrative in which they are the villains, and with
it the possibility of a mass migration of Palestinians to Israel that would, by
design, put an end to Israel as a Jewish and democratic state of all its citizens.
Which is what it is.

These hardcore positions promoted by BDS, either blindly (in some
cases perhaps) or with open eyes (as is plainly the case with others) are the
opposite of any notion of a just settlement that both parties to a dispute over
territory—two nations, one Palestinian and one Jewish—could ever possibly
agree on. Tellingly, even liberal critics of Israeli government policies from
within the Jewish community, such as Rabbi Chaim Seidler-Feller of UCLA
Hillel, have concluded that this means,“BDS is poison and Omar Barghouti is
a classic anti-Semite.”?* Did we mention that the same Omar Barghouti—the
celebrity BDS spokesman, educated at Tel Aviv University, ironically—was
on the “roundtable” with Barbara Harlow and Richard Ohmann? Well we
should have. For he was!

And regarding Seidler-Feller’s observation, we could not have said it
better ourselves. Although we have both been saying more or less the same,
in other words, for some time, along with others. Moreover, even the notori-
ous Norman Finkelstein, who has gone so far as to accuse Jews in print of
using the Holocaust for their own gain, has described the BDS movement
as “a hypocritical, dishonest cult,” led by “dishonest gurus” who want to
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“selectively enforce the law” by posing as human rights activists.”’ It is reveal-
ing, is it not, when not only radical critics of Israel, like the mad (former?)
Professor Finkelstein, but even Palestinian “moderates,” such as Mahmoud
Abbas (aka Abu Mazen, who is, according to Wikipedia, both the “Chairman
of the Palestinian Liberation Organization” and “President of the State of
Palestine”), detach themselves from BDS and speak against it? Because BDS
is poison. Even/especially those whom the movement claims to represent
know it. Why, then, without the support of the Palestinian Authority even,
does BDS push on?

Because, in spite of our questions, BDS supporters disingenuously
claim that their brand of criticism of Israel is legitimate, even necessary, and
that their positions are based in “real concern” for the well-being of the
Palestinians. In fact, their strategy is clearly to target Israel and its advocates
for stigmatization by nationality, holding citizens of the world’s only Jewish
state to a far different, unrealistically high, standard, set by rules not applied to
other countries—including both miserable dictatorships and leading democ-
racies in far less difficult circumstances. Amidst flowery “anti-imperialist”
rhetoric, the movement sugarcoats its toxic medicine, misleadingly implying
that merely ending specific Israeli policies, deemed “apartheid” practices in
their intentionally inflammatory words, would satisty its backers. In fact, BDS
supporters envision the replacement of Israel as a Jewish and democratic
state with a bi-national, majority Palestinian, entity—otherwise known as a
greater Palestine in a world without Israel.

But the academic activists don’t want people to know this. Thus, to try
to help get the word out, one of us, Gabriel Brahm, among others (including
specifically fellow authors of chapters in this book, Russell Berman, Cary
Nelson and Ilan Troen) had to resort to joining a panel billed as the “alterna-
tive MLA” session in Chicago. This was organized by MLA Members for
Scholars’” Rights, and held across the street from the “real MLA,” in response
to the organization’s decision to host an exclusively pro-boycott/anti-Israel
roundtable which we have mentioned above). Brahm argued then and there
on our behalf (with Romirowsky in the audience), and in no uncertain
terms, that “the stigma that properly attaches to anti-Semitism should adhere as well
to anti-Zionism.”

We conclude this essay therefore by reiterating that claim here, unequivocally.
The latter incarnation of bigotry is but a species of the former. For, when
a people is denied its right to self-determination, that’s an attack upon that
people, as a people. Moreover, there is no way that “debates” about a cultural
blockade of Israel can fail to affect the Jewish residents of all countries dispro-
portionately—given that for most of us, if not all, Israel is a distinctive marker
of identity, no less important to Jews than the Koran, for example, is to most
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Muslims. Denigration of anyone’s ethnic identity—despoliation of a com-
munity’s symbols—is incompatible with the values of multiculturalism and
diversity, or what Hannah Arendt called more precisely the fact of “plurality”
as a defining property of the human condition (see her famous remonstra-
tion of Adolf Eichmann for “not wanting to share the earth” with others
in her controversial book, Eichmann in Jerusalem).”® While certain so-called
“stealth writers,” like Professor Vijay Prashad, holder of the Edward Said
Chair in American studies at the American University of Beirut, may choose
to downplay, on occasion, for the purposes of public media consumption, the
underlying genocidal intent of “mere anti-Zionism,” it is both explicitly and
implicitly there in the BDS movement. Frankly, we find it hard to imagine
that any holder of an “Edward Said Chair” in anything (let alone American
studies as it has come to be practiced) could fail to be aware of this fact, even
if he doesn’t bother to mention it when writing for a broad audience that
could be expected to recoil from the full implications of Said’s own explicit
rejection of two states for two peoples.”

Moreover, with admiring/fawning students of Said (including, most
prominently, the cultural theorist and cult figure, Judith Butler) at its philo-
sophical core, the movement for academic and cultural shunning of Israel—
the anti-Israel boycott lobby, understood as an outgrowth and organ of the
“new anti-Zionist anti-Semitism”—is a movement against the Jews as a
distinctive thread in the tapestry of humanity. It is a racist—anti-Semitism
is a form of racism—movement. Anti-Zionism—anti-Zionism is a form of
anti-Semitism—is immoral and, indeed, in its current guise as a campaign
that proposes embargoing scholarship as a “place to start” since “why not,”
another self-inflicted wound to the reputation of today’s university in crisis,
or what one might term a “crime against the humanities.” For it is no secret
that anti-Zionism is the sort of prejudice that would see a Jewish state selec-
tively excised from the map no less surely than the “old” anti-Semitism would
like to have seen the Jewish people erased from the face of the earth. This
must be faced, because if prominent individuals like Butler and others are
allowed to dominate the scene in academia—if they succeed at shaping the
kind of discussions happening on campuses regarding Israel—then extreme
voices will have set the tone of a messed up discussion. MLA members like
Ohmann and Harlow will carry the day. This must not be—for, how long
before unchecked crimes against the humanities help inspire more crimes
against humanity?

So! Questions, questions. Will scholarship carry the day on campus after
all?Will the full membership of the MLA have the courage, decency,and good
sense to vote down the proposed resolution put forth by its BDS inspired
General Assembly? Or will debased excuses for real academic work continue
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to flourish in an age of declining literacy, leading to even greater ignorance
and who-knows-what sort of outcomes down the line? The immensely
learned doyen of Middle East Studies, Bernard Lewis, once explained the
success of Edward Saids otherwise shoddy, theoretically incoherent and
factually inaccurate proto-BDS primer, Orientalism, as residing centrally in
its author’s opportunistic cleverness, directed at transforming a single word,
“orientalism”—a term that had always referred simply to an area of academic
specialty, one focusing on societies and cultures of the Middle East, North
Africa and Asia—into a term of abuse. As Lewis prophesied, upon its publica-
tion, Said’s Orientalism began changing the face of Middle East studies across
North America—as many Middle East classes began to present to students
the Arab-Israeli conflict solely through a distorted lens of anti-Zionism. For
to do otherwise would make one “orientalist.”

Now, decades later, in a time when not just the study of the Middle East
but the humanities and social sciences more broadly are under attack from a
corporate America in quest of greater “efficiency” and profits—just as, prob-
ably not coincidentally, “functional” illiteracy is well on the way to becoming
the “new normal” for nearly half the American population—the academic
boycotters’ retreat away from serious engagement of issues and into anti-
intellectual demonology bears all the marks of what Richard Hofstadter long
ago identified as the “paranoid style in American politics.” As such, BDS’s
Manichean rhetoric offers the Israel-bashers of the world some old bottles,
too—along with what’s “new” about anti-Semitism today—into which they
funnel the gasoline of their inchoate dissatisfaction with a much more com-
plex reality. The yield is a fiery rag-stuffed cocktail of resentment, so easily
and thrillingly hurled against readily identifiable stereotypes and made-to-
order scapegoats.

In this context, if the MLA Delegate Assembly really wanted to do
something “radical,” it might consider a resolution not against Israel but
against grade inflation on the one hand (a) and (b) the proletarianization of
the professoriate on the other. Until then, imprudent, badly researched and
unfair proposed resolutions like the ones approved lately in turn by the ASA
as a whole, and the one put forward by the DA of the MLA (again, bearing
heavily in mind that as this book goes to press the full membership of the
latter still has to decide whether or not to endorse what its delegates have
voted to put before them) will stand as glaring symptoms of our detractors’
worst fears about us (we, the tenured, or, increasingly, untenured radicals on
college campuses).

Which leaves us with just one more question: Why is it even a question?
The “place [and time] to start” defending liberal values (academic freedom
among others), by rejecting BDS demagoguery, is here and now. M
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When a Boycott Is Not Moral

Action but Social Conformity
and the “Affectation of Love”

oycotts, sanctions, and divestments are powerful political

tools.When they work, they are highly preferable to violence

and military intervention. Precisely for this reason it has to

be very clear to anyone supporting such a strategy what a

boycott is boycotting, and why. Since the BDS movement

against Israel has emerged on the American scene as a stormy
debate in several academic organizations and among intellectuals generally,
the questions of when a boycott is a legitimate tool of political pressure and
what it means to join such a movement have become inescapable issues, at
least for those of us who wish to consider ourselves morally and ethically
committed human beings.

Following is the BDS against Israel statement of purpose, as presented
on its website and as repeated several times in co-founder Omar Barghouti’s
book BDS: Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions—The Global Struggle for Palestinian
Rights. The statement, we are told, both on the site and in the book, represents
the call of Palestinian civil society, and there is ample citation to confirm this
claim. It also, we might note, follows closely on the position of the Palestinian
Authority in its negotiations with the Israeli government concerning a peace
agreement that might bring an end to the conflict. For these reasons, it is
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imperative to take the BDS platform with utmost seriousness. Here is the
platform:

The call urges various forms of boycott against Israel until it meets its
obligations under international law by:

1. Ending its occupation and colonization of all Arab lands occupied in

June 1967 and dismantling the Wall;

2. Recognizing the fundamental rights of the Arab-Palestinian citizens

of Israel to full equality; and

3. Respecting, protecting, and promoting the rights of Palestinian refu-

gees to return to their homes and properties as stipulated in UN
Resolution 194.

“Respecting, protecting, and promoting the rights of Palestinian refu-
gees to return to their homes and properties as stipulated in UN Resolution
194” is nothing less than a call for the dissolution of the State of Israel as
the homeland of the Jewish people. It is also the call for the dissolution of
a tully constituted and recognized nation among nations, a nation that was
established by an international vote in the United Nations and where eight
million citizens now reside.

Of all the many things that might be said in opposition to the Boycott,
Divestment, and Sanctions movement against Israel, the one I want to focus
on (albeit not exclusively) is the failure of many of those who have signed
on to its agenda to understand or, at least, to take seriously what that agenda
is and how its ultimate objective is not what many supporters of the BDS
suppose. The objective of the BDS is not the end of the military occupation
by Israel of lands taken in the 1967 War between Israel and the Arab nations.
It is not a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. If that were not
clear enough from point three of the platform, Barghouti’s book leaves us in
no doubt that the boycott is not about anything so finite and achievable as
the restoration of lands taken by Israel in 1967 (some of them lands originally
partitioned to Israel in 1948):

For decades, but especially since the Oslo accords signed by Israel and
the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in 1993, Israel, with varying
degrees of collusion from successive US administrations, the European
Union, and complacent Arab “leaders,” has attempted to redefine the
Palestinian people to include only those who live in Palestinian territory
occupied in 1967.The main objective has been to deceptively reduce the
question of Palestine to a mere dispute over some ‘contested’ territory
occupied by Israel since 1967, thus excluding the UN-sanctioned rights
of the majority of the Palestinian people. (6)
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And later in the book:

Rather than focusing on the true objectives of the BDS movement—
realizing Palestinian rights by ending Israeli oppression against all three
segments of the indigenous Palestinian people—members of the Zionist
“left” often reduce the struggle to ridding Israel of ‘the occupation, pre-
senting BDS as a ‘weapon’ to save Israel, essentially as an apartheid, exclu-
sivist state. . . . The heart of the BDS Call is not the diverse boycotting
acts it urges but this rights-based approach that addresses the three basic
rights corresponding to the main segments of the Palestinian people [:]
Ending Israel’s occupation, ending its apartheid, and ending its denial of
the right of refugees to return (32-33)

I accept that the case against the existence of Israel or against any other
nation can be argued and counter-argued. In the case of the existence of the
State of Israel, I believe that the arguments for its destruction can be refuted,
especially since many of the BDS’s accusations (such as Israel being a coloniz-
er or an apartheid state) are patently untrue, as I shall show. My major point
in this essay, however, is that many of those who support the BDS movement
against Israel do not actually believe that Israel has any right to exist.

Therefore, I want to address the support of the Boycott, Divestment, and
Sanctions movement against Israel by prominent American academic groups
(such as the American Studies Association), through quotations from two
important philosophical figures: one the 19"-century American philosopher
so fundamental to everything Americans understand individualism and social
conscience to be: Ralph Waldo Emerson; the other the twentieth-century
writer who deals with a subject not unrelated to the existence of the State of
Israel and the boycott movement: Tzvetan Todorov. These are not easy writ-
ers. What both of them remind us is that nothing less than careful thinking
and moral courage are the prerequisites to whatever we understand ethical
action to be.

I quote first from the Emerson essay alluded to in my title,“Self-R eliance™:

Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist. He who would gather
immortal palms must not be hindered by the name of goodness, but must
explore if it be goodness. Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of
your own mind. Absolve you to yourselves, and you shall have the suf-
frage of the world. I remember an answer which, when quite young I
was prompted to make to a valued adviser, who was wont to importune
me with the dear old doctrines of the church. On my saying, What have
I to do with the sacredness of traditions, if I live wholly from within? my
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friend suggested,—”But these impulses may be from below, not from
above.” I replied, “They do not seem to me to be such; but if I am the
Devil’s child, I will live then from the Devil.” No law can be sacred to me
but that of my nature. Good and bad are but names very readily transter-
able to that or this; the only right is what is after my constitution, the
only wrong what is against it. A man is to carry himself in the presence
of all opposition, as if everything were titular and ephemeral but he. [ am
ashamed to think how easily we capitulate to badges and names, to large
societies and institutions. (122-23)

I will continue with this passage in a moment, trying to explicate some
of the complexity of Emerson’s thought (and I apologize, in passing, for
having to quote a gender-biased text; I'll return to this in a moment). First,
however, I want to quote a related comment from Tzvetan Todorov in order
to reinforce what I take to be the difference between the “integrity” of a
moral position and “conformity” (122) with some sort of majority consensus
that consists more of badges and names than the studied investigation of the
good and the bad.To repeat: my argument in this essay is that there are too
many folks simply jumping on the nearest bandwagon without bothering to
ask where that bandwagon is headed and what it stands for.

So, here is Todorov in Facing the Extreme: Moral Life in the Concentration
Camps, written in the aftermath of the Holocaust:

To denounce slavery constitutes a moral act only at those times when
such denunciation is not simply a matter of course and thus involves
some personal risk. There is nothing moral in speaking out against slav-
ery today; all it proves is that I'm in step with my society’s ideology
or else don’t want to find myself on the wrong side of the barricades.
Something very similar can be said about condemnations of racism,
although that would not have been the case in 1936 in Germany. (116)

The reference to slavery and anti-Semitism returns me to the Emerson
passage I interrupted above, which continues in the vein taken up a century
later by Todorov:

If an angry bigot assumes this bountiful cause of Abolition, and comes
to me with his latest news from Barbadoes, why should I not say to him:
“Go love thy infant, love thy woodchopper, be good-natured and mod-
est: have that grace; and never varnish your hard, uncharitable ambition
with this incredible tenderness for black folk a thousand miles off. Thy
love afar is spite at home (123).
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Both Emerson and Todorov point to two salient characteristics of moral
thinking and action. One is the requirement that each and every one of us
investigate the truth and examine for ourselves what constitutes “the good”
and what does not. The other is the necessity for honesty in one’s convictions,
which is to say, also, the necessity of placing oneself, and not only the object
of one’s criticism, under suspicion. One cannot rail against slavery elsewhere,
Emerson points out, if one tolerates it at home; nor, to cite Todorov, can one
claim as moral courage taking a position with which everyone agrees, even
if the position itself is moral. How many people today would argue for the
morality of racism, anti-Semitism, slavery, or the occupation of other people’s
lands? To be sure, there are racists, anti-Semites, xenophobes, enslavers, and
occupiers (colonial and otherwise). But the consensus, at least in the Western
world, has shifted, and it takes neither courage nor particular erudition to
argue against the deprivation of individual or communal rights. “Your good
must have some edge to it,” as Emerson puts it, “—else it is none” (123).

I eliminated sexism from my list of “isms” in order to get back to
Emerson’s gendered text. In being insensitive (to the point of giving offence
in the 21st century) to the issue of women, even as he is arguing the case
for African slaves in the United States, Emerson is doing no more and no
less than speaking as a nineteenth-century man. My point here is not that
we have to accept Emerson’s gender bias. Quite the contrary. If we follow
Emerson’s idea of self-reliance, we have to oppose it. And that is the deep
value of Emerson’s philosophy: it doesn’t just provide a catalogue of sacred
laws or moral precepts. Rather, it constructs an enduring structure for self-
conscious moral thinking. We are required by Emerson’ logic to confront the
contradictions of Emerson’s own thought. We are also, however, required to
apply to ourselves the same examination of contradiction, bias, and inatten-
tion that we level against him. What in our moral positions today, we must
always be asking ourselves, constitutes, like Emerson’s sexism, unexamined
bias? What do we do about the fact that, insofar as we exist within a culture
whose terms we accept, we likely cannot see our own prejudices until some-
one from outside or in the future reflects them back to us: our relationship to
animals, for example. How will that seem several generations hence?

The issue of women is not irrelevant to a discussion of BDS and Israel,
since sexist beliefs and even legislation are rampant in almost all the com-
munities of the Middle East that stand so staunchly against the State of Israel
and that are major players in the attacks against Israel, whether political (like
BDS) or military. It might be noted that women of all the communities in
Israel enjoy full rights by national law, although, of course, there is still gender
imbalance in Israel (as elsewhere in the world, including the United States).
This imbalance, it might be noted in passing, is most severe (it is also most
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violent) within some (by no means all) of the Arab and Bedouin communities
in Israel, where bigamy and honor killings still exist and where Israeli law
seems to these communities a violation of their cultural and religious rights.
A major domestic issue facing the State of Israel is how to navigate between
the rights of cultural difference and the law of the land, which defines honor
killings and bigamy as criminal offenses.

According to Emerson, one cannot take someone else’s word for who or
what constitutes evil: integrity requires deciding that for oneself and acting
accordingly. When Emerson says that no law can be sacred to him but that of
his own nature, he is not suggesting that what he or any one of us believes is
necessarily right. It is possible, he admits, that the voice of internal conscience
that speaks to him emanates from the devil. Yet Emerson is quick to insert
that he does not really think that this is the case. He would “write upon the
lintels of the door-post, Whim, . .. hop[ing] it is somewhat better than whim
at last,” but also knowing that “we cannot spend the day in explanation”(123).
For the sake of argument, Emerson is willing to play devil’s advocate. “The
doctrine of hatred,” remarks Emerson, “must be preached as the counterac-
tion of the doctrine of love when that pules and whines”—counter-action, we
must note, not philosophical or ethical assertion, and only when the doctrine
of love (the old doctrines of the church, as Emerson puts it earlier) is so much
facade and hypocrisy (123). Emerson does believe that human beings have an
innate moral sense, a position with which some might disagree. But he also
believes that that conscience is far more than what he calls in the essay the
“nonchalance” of boys (122). For this reason, Emerson begins an essay on the
subject of self-reliance with quotations from other thinkers. Emerson is not
advocating ignorance. He is, rather, here as elsewhere, advocating intelligent,
philosophical, and moral thinking, and he will, if necessary, shock us into such
philosophical and moral thought. Emerson is getting at what is finally a fairly
obvious truth: that the only law that one can obey, the only law, therefore,
that can acquire the status of a sacred law or a divine commandment is the
one that comes from within and for which one can thereby assume personal
responsibility. That law might well coincide with scripture. It also, however,
might not. The individual has to figure this out for him or herself.

One does not have to be more than a casual student of history to observe
that what seems moral to one generation or one segment of a population
can seem immoral to another. To take, again, the example that both Emerson
and Todorov cite: slavery before the Civil War was not only upheld by many
American citizens as an actual moral good, it was defended on religious
grounds. It was also accepted de facto by non-slave-holders (slavery is abol-
ished in the northern states at the beginning of the 19th century) as the
law of the land, a part of its Constitution. As philosopher Stanley Cavell
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has pointed out, Emerson’s use of the word “constitution” in his text is no
more casual than his reference to the valued advisor who speaks to him of
the church’s doctrines. Both nineteenth-century religious institutions and
the Constitution supported slavery. Our “constitution” is not, therefore, for
Emerson, simply the way we are built; it is not just “integrity” in a physi-
ological sense. Rather, it is our “integrity” in a moral sense. And this “integ-
rity” must make us question that other Constitution by which Americans
are constituted, socially, politically, and economically. We humans, Emerson
argues, need to recognize the degree to which we are constituted as individu-
als as much by our social and legal systems and our religious institutions as by
anything we understand to be our inner moral lights. In nineteenth-century
America, when Emerson is writing, citizens of the United States had to
interrogate both their “Constitution” and their own personal constitutions,
as participants in a slave-holding nation. The moral constitution of the nation
itself and of all its citizens depended on it. The law of the land, Emerson
makes clear, also includes those other “institutions” (including public opin-
ion) that too easily, without scrutiny, command our consent, our conformity.

The difference between moral thinking and conformity as Emerson
and Todorov present it is precisely the difference between informed politi-
cal action and mindless capitulation to what Emerson labels “badges and
names . .. large societies and institutions.” It is not irrelevant to my argument
that BDS co-founder Omar Barghouti introduces his book by citing, for
forty pages, the organizations and individuals that have signed on to the
movement, or that throughout the book he recurs to those who support
BDS, as if consensus evidenced morality and accepting consensus were the
equivalent of moral thinking. For anyone who has suffered slavery, sexual
discrimination, racism, anti-Semitism, or any other form of discrimination (as
have many Palestinians throughout the world), this is a highly fallacious and
ultimately destructive equation. That half of the world’s population believed
that women were inferior and not entitled to the same rights as men did not
make male domination an ethical position. The majority in any situation,
even when democratically elected, as in Hitler’s Germany, is not always right.

In the end, only the self can determine for itself what it believes; only
the self can take responsibility for its actions. There is no guarantee, of course,
that any of our moral positions, however deeply felt, are necessarily correct,
only that the only position for which any of us can assume responsibility is
the one that comes of one’s own “nature.” Self-interrogation is the key here;
and it is self-interrogation, and therefore intellectual honesty, that seem to me
lacking in many supporters of BDS against Israel.

I do not make this claim about such founders of the BDS as Omar
Barghouti. I find his arguments full of distortion, misrepresentation, and
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rhetorical fancywork, as when he repeatedly calls the Israeli military incursion
into Gaza in 2008 a “massacre” and conveniently ignores the eight thousand
(8000!) rockets fired from the Gaza Strip into Israeli communities, which
precipitated the Israeli military retaliation in the first place. War brings with it
horrible consequences, not much difterent in the Gaza Strip from elsewhere
in the world. But the Israeli army does not have a policy of disrespect for
civilian rights, as Barghouti suggests. In fact, Israel gave prior notice to civil-
ians in buildings that were terrorist bases and that were about to be bombed
so that civilians (and terrorists, for that matter) could leave unharmed. It
needs also to be recalled that the Gaza Strip was returned to the Palestinian
people in 2005 through an un-coerced, unilateral withdrawal by Israel.
Barghouti similarly ignores such facts as the terrorist attacks in Israel that
were perpetrated by Palestinians from Gaza and elsewhere and that produced
the conditions necessitating the security measures taken along the Gaza strip
(including the checkpoints) and the construction of the security wall. Are the
checkpoints and the wall unfortunate, unpleasant, abhorrent? However you
characterize them, they do save Israeli lives being threatened by Palestinians.
Barghouti also sidesteps the pertinent Jewish history preceding the Partition
Plan and the establishment of the State. He doesn’t deal with the Arab rejec-
tion of the partition. Indeed, the word “holocaust” enters the conversation
insofar as the Holocaust, in Barghouti’s view, is manipulated by Israel and
is also the illegitimate excuse for support of Israel. The word holocaust is
also used to describe Israeli actions in relation to the Palestinians. Barghouti
quotes many anti-Israel accusations. What individual people say, even what
individuals may do, cannot be taken as evidence that the State of Israel, its
army, or its citizens are guilty of massacres, targeting civilians, racial cleansing,
or starving Gazans into submission. I have shown Barghouti to be guilty of
distortion, misrepresentation, and dishonesty. I do not, however, accuse him of
hypocrisy. I quote him, because he is a co-founder of the organization that
issued the call to which associations like ASA or MLA responded. Many of
the points made in his book are made on the BDS website as well. Therefore,
he can be taken as a trustworthy source of the BDS agenda. Barghouti has a
coherent position and however difficult he makes it for his reader to grasp
that position, intelligent readers may be expected to have understood what
he, and thereby BDS, are actually calling for.

“The truth deserves to be spoken,” Barghouti quotes Edward Said (34).
So, what is the “truth” about the BDS movement that might interest morally
thinking human beings, who are genuinely concerned with the plight of
Palestinians? Many Palestinians (though by no means all) are indeed stateless,
many are impoverished (wherever they live), and many are persecuted—
indeed, in places other than Israel, and by others, not Israeli. I repeat the
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call to which many boycott supporters, including several American academic
organizations, have responded with measures of their own. The platform
begins innocently and unobjectionably enough, only to make demands on
Israel that are anything but innocent and unobjectionable to most of us who
care about what the call itself labels human “rights.”

The call urges various forms of boycott against Israel until it meets its
obligations under international law:

1. Ending its occupation and colonization of all Arab lands occupied in

June 1967 and dismantling the Wall;

2. Recognizing the fundamental rights of the Arab-Palestinian citizens

of Israel to full equality; and

3. Respecting, protecting and promoting the rights of Palestinian refu-

gees to return to their homes and properties as stipulated in UN
Resolution 194.

The BDS call begins with what is for most supporters of the boycott
movement likely the major reason for answering the call of Palestinian civil
society in the first place: an end to the occupation and the settling of lands
seized in the June war of 1967. Boycott is urged against Israel until Israel (and
not, we might note, the Palestinians) meets its obligations under international
law, although both UN resolutions 242 (implied in point 1) and 194 (cited
in point 3) pertain to both sides’ obligations to the conflict. That is, both
resolutions refer to both Palestinian and Israeli obligations. If the Israelis are in
violation of international law, then, by the same logic, so are the Palestinians.

I will return to the ever popular and oft-cited UN Resolution 242 later,
and deal for the moment with UN Resolution 194, explicitly referred to in
point 3. Significantly, though unremarked on by the BDS, this is a resolution
that goes back to 1948 and therefore has to do, not with boundaries post-
1967 (which is where the platform, for obvious rhetorical reasons, begins),
but with the more fundamental issue of whether or not a Jewish state has
the right to exist. Historical context matters, and historical context is what is
missing in the platform of the BDS (it is missing in Barghouti’s book as well,
in which, not only the circumstances that produced the establishment of the
State of Israel following the extermination of six million Jews in Europe is
conveniently ignored, but so is the history of the Jewish people in the place
once and now again called Israel).

The 1948 U.N. Resolution, which calls for “respecting, protecting, and
promoting the rights of Palestinian refugees to return to their homes and
properties,” was passed as part of an attempt to reach a peace agreement
between or among the parties—a peace agreement that was not then and still
has not been achieved between Israelis and Palestinians. This is so despite the
peace treaties finally reached between Israel and Jordan and between Israel
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and Egypt after 1967 (the post-"67 territories, we need to keep in mind, were
seized from Jordan, not Palestine; the Gaza strip, now returned by Israel to
the Palestinian Authority, was taken from Egypt). One of the several planks
of Resolution 194 was the right of return for Palestinian refugees, which
was conditional on the Arabs’/Palestinians’ agreement to live in peace with
their neighbors, a commitment hardly borne out by subsequent wars and
acts of aggression against Israel, including the closing of the Suez Canal in
1956, the war of attrition in the 1960s, and the subsequent acts of hostility
that resulted in the 1967 War and the Yom Kippur War. That the resolution
was vetoed by all of the Arab states who were party to the conflict in 1948
suggests how citing this resolution today is a way of ignoring the historical
events that culminated in 1967 and in the plight of the Palestinians from
1948 on, which was as much determined by the Palestinians’ Arab allies as
by their Israeli enemies. It also lays bare the real agenda behind the call for
the return of Palestinian refugees to their homes and properties. The right-
of-return is about the dissolution of the State of Israel as a homeland for
the Jewish people. Establishing a Jewish homeland (alongside a Palestinian
homeland) was the original intention of the Partition Plan, which the Jews
accepted and the Arab nations, including the Palestinians, rejected, and which
they still reject.

Now whether or not a state should officially be designated Jewish (or
Catholic or Muslim or Palestinian or British or American); indeed whether
or not there should be nation states at all, is an issue that can be debated.
One can believe in the need to disband all nations and/or all national self-
definitions, and one can foment revolution to that end. If one does that,
however, then one is obliged as a moral human being, at very least, to lay bare
that intention and, furthermore, to apply the same rule of a-nationalism to
each and every nation on earth, including Palestine. BDS does not abide by
that fundamental rule of moral integrity. Of course, for many individuals, the
word “Jewish” seems to refer exclusively to a religious identity, such that a
Jewish state is not analogous to a Palestinian state, in which there are at least
two if not more religious groups: Muslims (who are the large majority) and
Christians (who, we might note, are not only a minority within Palestinian
society, but often experience themselves as a disadvantaged minority). Within
the State of Israel there are, of course, also religious groups. In fact, the same
religious groups that would exist in Palestine already exist in Israel, plus, of
course, the Jews, who in the Israeli entity constitute the majority. Most likely
in any national configuration some group will constitute the majority. But
this is not my major point. More essential to the argument is that the Jewish
people, like the Palestinian people, are a culturally and historically defined
entity. They are a people, a nation (even when landless), and not simply a
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religion or, for that matter, a race. It was on the basis of their peoplehood,
not their religion, that they were murdered in Nazi Germany. In Germany,
and in Poland and Hungary, and throughout Europe, Jews were not asked to
convert to Christianity, as if the issue were their religious beliefs. One did not
have to be a practicing Jew to be slaughtered. Indeed, one didn’t even have
to be Jewish. One could be Christian and still be defined as a Jew for the
purposes of extermination, if one had Jewish ancestry. One of the demands
of the Israeli government is that the Palestinians recognize that Israel is the
homeland of the Jewish people. This is a simple enough request, if what the
Palestinian Authority wants from Israel is that they recognize a Palestinian
homeland for the Palestinian people. This they refuse out-right to do. Nor is
this what BDS advocates.

That Israel is a Jewish state (even if that were the equivalent of another
state being Christian or Muslim rather than Arab or American, which, as I
have suggested, it is nof) does not have to mean that it is not a democratic
state, for all its citizens. It can mean no more than that there is a majority
population or culture within that nation, as is the case in almost every nation
on earth. This immediately calls into disrepute point number 2 in the boycott
platform: there is no need to compel Israel into “recognizing the fundamental
rights of the Arab-Palestinian citizens of Israel to full equality.” Such “full
equality” by law, for all of it citizens, is already a part of Israeli law. Israeli Arabs
(whether or not they identify themselves as Palestinians or Bedouin or Druze,
Muslim or Christian or secular Israelis) do by law enjoy full civil rights: they
are represented in the parliament, in municipal governments, in professions
like medicine, law, and teaching; and at universities throughout Israel and
so on and so forth. They own property. They run businesses. Any visit to an
Israeli hospital or college campus dispels any notion of what BDS identi-
fles on its home page as “Israeli Apartheid.” As a former student of Tel Aviv
University, individuals like Barghouti have to know this. Apartheid, as defined
by BDS on its website, is “a social system that separates and discriminates
against people based on race or ethnicity when that system is institutionalized
by laws or decrees.” It is, the statement continues, constituted by “acts com-
mitted in the context of an institutionalized regime of systematic oppression
and domination by one racial group over any other racial group or groups
and committed with the intention of maintaining that regime.” However
you want to characterize Israeli policy toward its citizens (and the Arabs
are not the only minority in Israel), it is not apartheid. The boycott against
South Africa took a position in relation to a country that, similar to the slave-
holding and then the segregated American South, deprived human beings of
their citizenship, their basic human rights, equality under the law, and equal
access to national resources. This is not the case in Israel, despite BDS’s and
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Barghouti’s claims to the contrary. Indeed, the analogy to South Africa, which
pervades Barghouti’s book, 1s not only a ploy for adducing sympathy for the
boycott. More fundamentally, it is also another way of articulating the right
for return for Palestinian refugees. The analogy (which is a false one) is that
just as South Africa was a country of an African majority that was oppressed
and marginalized by a white minority, so, according to BDS, is Israel a nation
with a Palestinian majority (albeit many of them living outside of Palestine),
which is being controlled by a Jewish minority. Yet, the State of Israel was
established by international law as the homeland of the Jewish people in
a place that already had, when the State was declared, a significant Jewish
population, despite immigration restrictions imposed by the British, who
were intent on preventing further Jewish immigration to British Mandated
Palestine. The appeal to the example of the boycott of South Africa is nothing
more than a rhetorical flourish, aimed at bringing the logic of one situation
to come to bear on another very different situation, which requires a different
set of terminologies and a different set of solutions.

Is there unequal distribution of wealth in Israel? Absolutely, and the Arab
sectors of Israel are victims of this, disproportionately, in ways that are not
to be tolerated by any of us. I have no wish to deny that. They are not the
only communities in Israel that suffer such inequality, but they are certainly
a major population whose needs and rights must be advocated. Some of
the unequal distribution of wealth has to do with the ways in which socio-
economic disadvantage tends to perpetuate itself wherever it exists. Israel
did not, in the early days of the State, see the Arab population as among its
priorities in terms of national development. That was a huge moral mistake,
which needs to be corrected. And some of the continued disadvantage of
Palestinians in Israel and Arab Israelis (let’s let people decide how they want
to be identified) surely has to do with the ways in which Israeli laws (like the
laws in other countries) institutionalize discriminatory practices. The Israeli
equivalent of the GI Bill, which gives demobilized soldiers moneys toward
their continuing education, but which, therefore, excludes those segments of
the Israeli population that do not serve in the army, is an example of such
institutionalization. The inequality is not anti-Arab per se, but it is anti-Arab
in consequence. Of course, one must also point out that Bedouin and Druze,
who do serve in the army, are not excluded from these moneys; religious
Jews who do not serve in the army are excluded. This is not a simple reality.
But, and this is the important point vis-a-vis the boycott, these issues, espe-
cially in relation to Israel’s Arab/Palestinian minority, are part of an on-going
domestic debate in Israel, and progress is constantly being made, though not
nearly fast enough, to be sure—in Israel as elsewhere in the world. There are
many initiatives, public and private, such as scholarship programs, business
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incentives, and the like that aim to correct the imbalance in the distribution
of public resources. These programs exist and have existed for quite some
time, without any pressure from boycotts. In time, they, like similar projects in
the United States and all over the globe, will hopetully erase socio-economic
inequality wherever it exists, even if, as we all know, such processes grind
painfully slow, much slower than any of us ought to permit. My point here
is that the State of Israel and the majority of its Jewish majority know and
are fully committed to the fact that the Jewish character of Israel cannot
deprive non-Jewish citizens of their rights and liberties. This is absolutely
clear. Boycotts are not necessary to pressure a nation into believing what it
already believes or into doing what it has already undertaken to do.

Democracy does not depend on whether the majority in a particular
nation is Catholic or Jewish or Muslim. It does not depend on whether the
nation is called the United States of America or Palestine. The United States
early on declared the separation of church and state. That did not prevent
it from being a slave-holding nation in the 19th century, nor did it prevent
segregation in the American south until the 1960s. Democracy depends on
a nation’s genuine attempt to insure equality for all its citizens. Most nations,
including most of the nations in the Middle East, have failed in this endeavor,
at least to some degree. Some nations, like Israel, continue to try to imple-
ment the fundamental principles of democratic government and society. The
fact that Israel is a “Jewish” state rather than a Muslim or French state, is, con-
trary to what Barghouti believes, irrelevant. Therefore, “a unitary state based
on freedom, justice, and comprehensive equality” is not the only or neces-
sary “‘solution to the Palestinian-Israeli colonial conflict.” This is Barghouti,
declaring his advocacy of the one-state solution:

While I firmly advocate nonviolent forms of struggle such as boycott,
divestment, and sanctions to attain Palestinian goals, I just as decisively,
though on a separate track, support a unitary state based on freedom,
justice, and comprehensive equality as the solution to the Palestinian-
Israeli colonial conflict. To my mind, in a struggle for equal humanity
and emancipation from oppression, a correlation between means and
ends, and the decisive effect of the former on the outcome and durabil-
ity of the latter, is indisputable. If Israel is an exclusivist, ethnocentric,
settler-colonial state, then its ethical, just, and sustainable alternative must
be a secular democratic state, ending injustice and offering unequivo-
cal equality in citizenship and individual and communal rights, both to
Palestinians (refugees included) and to Israeli Jews. While individual BDS
activists and advocates may support diverse political solutions, the BDS
movement as such does not adopt any specific political formula and
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steers away from the one-state versus two-state debates, focusing instead
on universal rights and international law . ... (51)

The “if ”“then”“must be” formula is predicated on the claim that Israel is
“an exclusivist, ethnocentric, settler-colonial state,” which it is not. Therefore,
“by steering away from the one-state versus two-states debates and focusing
instead on universal rights and international law,” Barghouti is not advancing
democracy in the region. The one-state versus two-states solution is not, as
Barghouti claims in an article in TheWorldPost entitled “Why Is BDS a Moral
Duty Today? A Response to Bernard-Henri Levi,” “irrelevant.” Indeed, it is as
relevant as the question of whether a nation is Christian or Muslim or Jewish

or not. Here again is Barghouti:

While several leading BDS activists openly endorse the unitary state
solution [Barghouti, we see from his book, is one of them], most of the
members of the coalition leading the movement still subscribe to the
two-state solution. This is, however, an irrelevant issue, as the BDS move-
ment, being strictly rights-based, has consistently avoided taking any
position regarding the one-state /two-states debate, emphasizing instead
the three basic rights that need to be realized in any political solution.

Barghouti then goes on to cite the three principles I have already quoted
from the BDS website and which appear in his book: “Ending the Israeli
occupation that started in 1967 of all Arab territories, ending Israel’s system
of legalized and institutionalized discrimination against its own Palestinian
citizens, and recognizing the UN-sanctioned rights of Palestinian refugees
to return to their homes of origin.” The alternative to the one-state solu-
tion (which some, like Barghouti, openly endorse) is a two-state solution in
which, ipso facto, both states will have a Palestinian majority. What is elimi-
nated is the possibility of the continued existence of Israel as it now exists.

The BDS call for the return of refugees in plank 3 of the platform, which
seems little more than a defense of human rights, serves to eradicate all the
history that has intervened between 1948 and now. It abolishes the rights
of Jews to live in their national homeland as opposed to the homeland of
the Palestinian people. It is also an historical misrepresentation that falsely
accuses Israel of being in violation of international law. So is the allusion
to UN resolution 242, in point 1. Resolution 242 concerns the territories
occupied by Israel in the 1967 war. For most intellectuals and academics
in the United States, Resolution 242 and the issue of occupied lands are
central reasons for their criticisms of the Israeli government (say, as expressed
by Thomas Friedman and Roger Cohen in their editorials in the New York
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Times or by academic organizations like the American Studies Association of
America expressing their support of BDS). I suspect that most of us would
agree that the issue of lands taken in 1967 and the construction of Israeli
settlements on that land is something that must be resolved. Yet, even here
there are distortions in the presentation of what resolution 242 means. The
resolution “affirms that the fulfillment of Charter principles requires the
establishment of a just and lasting peace in the Middle East which should
include the application of both [italics added] the following principles: (i)
Withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from territories occupied in the recent
conflict; (i1) Termination of all claims or states of belligerency and respect
for and acknowledgment of the sovereignty, territorial integrity and politi-
cal independence of every State in the area and their right to live in peace
within secure and recognized boundaries free from threats or acts of force.”
This resolution, which, as Alan Dershowitz points out, for the first time in
history ordered a nation to “return territories lawfully captured in a defensive
war” (96), was accepted by the Israelis. It was accepted, however, in rela-
tion to “both” its directives: Israel agreed to withdraw from “territories” (not
specified which or how many) on the condition that the state of belligerency
ceased and that the sovereignty of the state of Israel as a Jewish homeland
(meaning with its present Jewish character intact) was recognized. Israel is by
no means more in violation of international law in holding on to territories,
even conceived of as “the” territories, than the Palestinians. The Palestinian
Authority is in violation of international law in not upholding its side of the
bargain. Shall we boycott the Palestinian Authority into compliance? Insofar
as those suffering the decisions of the Palestinian Authority and Hamas are
the Palestinian people, such a boycott makes perfect sense. It makes at least
as much sense as boycotting Israel, perhaps even more, since the Palestinian
Authority and Hamas are clearly doing their own constituencies a severe
disservice by not recognizing the State of Israel.

When BDS asserts falsely “that Israel was established by the Zionist
movement over 60 years ago with the intention and eftect of achieving the
permanent removal en masse of the indigenous, predominantly Arab popula-
tion of Palestine for the purpose of Jewish colonization and development of
a ‘Jewish state,” what it is simultaneously exposing, in still another way, is the
degree to which its objection is not to the occupation of Arab lands in 1967,
nor even to the settling of this land (to which one might well object), but to
the initial establishment of the state in 1948. For this crime of the Jews, of
returning to their national homeland after millennia of persecution and the
Holocaust, there can be for BDS only one reasonable solution: the dissolution
of the State of Israel. “Israel’s current regime over the Palestinian people,” writes
Barghouti, “should be characterized as a system combining apartheid, occupation
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and colonialism.” “Occupation” is here only as the middle term linking two
accusations that are also untrue—apartheid and colonialism. Furthermore,
the “occupation” of the 1967 lands is only the most recent manifestation of
the crime for which BDS is really asking redress—the creation of the State
and its continued existence, for over sixty years, as a country like all other
countries, with laws and communities and a national life. Keep in mind: the
nascent State of Israel did not “occupy” Arab lands. It accepted a partition
plan that the Arab states rejected.

In response to an essay that I published in InsideHigherEd, a fellow aca-
demic, Lloyd Alexander, took me to task, not for the content of my anti-
BDS essay (with which he also happened to disagree), but (appropriately) for
my failure to properly attribute to former ASA president Curtis Marez the
larger context of his oft-quoted statement, as quoted in New York Magazine by
Jonathan Chait, that he doesn’t “dispute that many nations, including many
of Israel’s neighbors, are generally judged to have human rights records that
are worse than Israel’s [but] one has to start somewhere.” That fuller context,
as contained in the original interview in the New York Times, was that the
support of the boycott was justified because Israel was receiving more money
from the U. S. government than any other nation and also that the ASA was
answering the call of Palestinian civil society to join the boycott. Of course,
two questions immediately come to mind. The first has to do with whether
moral action is a numbers game: the more money you get from the United
States, the more the United States has the right to tell you what to do.The
other is whether any and every civil call deserves a response. But putting both
those issues aside, the particular civil call to which organizations like ASA
responded was, as reported in Barghouti’s book and as represented on their
site, for the destruction of the State of Israel. That goal can in no way insure
human rights, which are better protected in Israel, as Marez admits, than else-
where in the Middle East. “In a historical moment of collective conscious-
ness, and informed by almost a century of struggle against settler colonialism,
the overwhelming majority in Palestinian civil society,” writes Barghouti,
“issued the Call for Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) against Israel
until it fully complies with its obligations under international law” (4). Curtis
Marez’s defense of the ASA agenda is not made less problematical by its being
represented as a response to the Palestinian civil call. Indeed, it comes to seem
much more deeply flawed, because the subtext of that call is not made clear
by Marez or others defending and responding to that call.

I do not doubt that many people support the BDS out of genuine
sympathy for the suffering of Palestinians, which is no fantasy. And I am
sure there are those among the BDS supporters who, like members of the
organization itself, believe exactly what the BDS is calling for, which is the
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destruction of the State of Israel as a nation and as a Jewish homeland. But
I also suspect that there are many others who do not wish the extinction
of Israel, either through its outright absorption into a new unitary state
(Barghouti’s position) or its de facto dissolution into an Israel in which there
is a Palestinian majority. My essay is, therefore, addressed, primarily, to those
individuals who object to the policies of the Israeli government vis-a-vis
territories occupied in the 1967 War. It is addressed to any and all of us, on
both sides of the conflict, who feel the need and the responsibility (as moral
human beings) to question their own motives and allegiances. I count myself
and my fellow Jews and fellow Israelis (Jewish, Christian, Muslim) among
those who need always to interrogate our motives and examine our actions.
I recommend that, after reading Omar Barghouti’s rather mendacious book
on BDS, they read Ari Shavit’s critique of Zionist history: My Promised Land:
The Triumph and Tragedy of Israel. Shavit pulls no punches in his critique of
Israel. He shatters the optics through which many of us Jews and Israelis have
heretofore viewed our own history. But he does so not to produce an equally
distorted set of simplifications, reductions, and distortions, such as character-
ize Barghouti’s book. Rather, he presents a picture of human suffering and
frailty, in which desire sometimes overtook reason and a vision for the future
frequently occluded the stark and very visible realities of the present. Human
history, with the emphasis on the humanness of this, produced unforeseen
and not necessarily wished for consequences. This is true for Israelis and
Palestinians both, not to mention the other national entities (such as Great
Britain, Jordan, Egypt, and the United States) which contributed to facts on
the ground. There is a complexity to the history of the Palestinian-Jewish
conflict. There are tragedies that preceded tragedies and that produced more
tragedies in their wake. There are also triumphs of the human spirit and of
the willingness to see beyond and beneath the historical facts. Those triumphs
need to be brought back into view as the basis for change in the future.
Since I began this essay with two philosophers, let me conclude with a
third. In his memoir Little Did I Know, Stanley Cavell asks the question that
all of us—Israelis, Palestinians, Americans—must ask in the “global” world
we inhabit. He is discussing the return of his good friend, philosopher Kurt
Fischer, to the Austria that had, with the rise of Nazism, made of him a
refugee, first in Shanghai, then in the United States. Fischer knows full well
that he will now dwell among those very people who had ejected him, and
that he is going to have to accept the human situation they now share. This
is Cavell: “It takes an extreme case of oppression, which tore him from his
home in his adolescence, to be posing the question every decently situated
human being, after adolescence, either asks himself in an unjust world, or
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coarsens himself to avoid asking: Where is one now; how is one living with,
hence counting upon, injustice?” (349)

BDS announces itself as a “global” movement. The idea of the global is,
I suggest, a key term for all of us to keep in mind. In today’s global world,
there is no way we can claim ignorance of the thousands of acts of human
abuse that occur daily. Read Nicholas Kristof in The New York Times. Watch
CNN. Aside from the outright horrors of rape and slaughter and starvation
and disease are the lesser but no less heart-rending facts concerning employ-
ment, education, and quality of life throughout the world. Anyone who buys
an article of clothing manufactured (even by respected, top-name brands) in a
factory in India or China that maintains substandard conditions; anyone who
purchases a rug, however beautiful, tufted by the tiny fingers of six-year-old
children is complicit in the extreme violation of human rights. The former
president of ASA may have been quoted out of context by many, includ-
ing me, but I now want to take his excerpted words that we have to begin
somewhere and put them front and center, as issuing a call to all of us to
begin with that somewhere that is each and every one of us. That challenge is
the legacy of Ralph Waldo Emerson, which even a member of an oppressed
minority, such as Ralph Ellison in the 1950s, before the end of segregation in
the United States, held up as the essential principle of American democracy.
Like others of his generation, Ellison believed that this legacy could be given
back to American culture through precisely that community—the African
Americans—who had been the victims of its occlusion. For Ellison, as for
Emerson, self-reliance is the key.

Israelis and Palestinians can reclaim themselves if they take upon them-
selves not to boycott each other, but to reclaim each other by each and every
one of us coming to understand a “truth” so obscured by rhetoric, political
discourse, and historical accretions as to have almost faded from view. This
truth is that we humans always exist in our contradictions and compromises
and that only our willingness to see through the clouded optics of history
and politics to a fundamental concern for others can begin to resolve the
issues that separate us. “Truth,” Emerson tells us, “is handsomer than the
affectation of love.” Perhaps the “affectation of love” is better than hatred. But
the actualization, if not of love, then of respect, is better still.

At some moment, philosophizing and moralizing have to give way to
action— political, economic, social, and otherwise. But to act morally, human
beings have to also think morally. They have to examine every “truth” and
determine if it is the “truth.” Without this sacred law there is only conformity
and a failure of moral courage. Without moral thinking there can be no such
thing as moral action, either in relation to Palestinians or to Israelis, including
those non-Jewish Israelis whose rights and wishes also need to be respected.
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Without moral thinking we are all at risk of becoming victimizers. We are
also all at risk of becoming victims. In this, we are all of us, all the time, in
each other’s keeping. M
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SHARON ANN MUSHER

The Closing of the American
Studies Association’s Mind

nDecember 16,2013, the American Studies Association

put into place an inequitable and discriminatory

boycott against Israeli academic institutions. As

worrisome to many of us who opposed the boycott

was the method with which the resolution was

implemented. One would think that a vote on such
a contentious and politically fraught resolution—conducted by the premier
professional association for those practicing American Studies—would come
only after an open, multiple-sided, and carefully supervised discussion about
the important issues at hand: What is America’s responsibility to Palestinians
in the light of its strong and continuing support for the Israeli government?
How can we best preserve academic freedom for everyone? How can we
promote peace and security for all in the Middle East? What is the proper
role for us, as scholars of American Studies, in weighing in as a body about
the Middle East? Instead, however, leaders who were seemingly ideologically
pre-committed to the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions movement
actively silenced oppositional points of view and railroaded the association
into endorsing a resolution that marked a sharp departure from its professed
goals: “the strengthening of relations among persons and institutions in this
country and abroad ... and the broadening of knowledge . ..about American
culture in all its diversity and complexity” By endorsing a boycott against
Israeli academic institutions, the ASA rejected complicated issues, offering
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instead, a simplistic good-evil binary. In showing contempt for a transparent
procedure during the consideration of the resolution, the ASA’s national
council members showcased not only the closing of their own minds, but
also the anti-intellectual spirit of the BDS movement as a whole.

In many respects, no one should have been surprised. The ASA’s
endorsement of a resolution to boycott Israeli academic institutions grew
out of a tendency toward activism in the field. One of the key differences
between American Studies and other fields is its attempt to link theory with
practice, ideas with experiences, and scholarship with activism. Beginning in
the late 1960s, one of the founders of the ASA’s “Radical Caucus,” Robert
Meredith, encouraged those engaged in the field to devote themselves to
“radical action—radical teaching, community organizing, [and] conscious-
ness raising” rather than publishing.”’ While Meredith was reviled by the
ASA’s leadership at the time—many of whom subsequently resigned—he
nevertheless provided a critical point of entry into the field for a new gen-
eration of scholars who viewed the ASA as more open to new subjects than
traditional disciplinary ones and who pushed the association to take stances
on women’s issues, racial inequality, war, and pedagogy.”

More recent American Studies scholarship reinforces the connection
between academic and political commitments. In States of Emergency (2009),
Russ Castronovo and Susan Gilman argue that American Studies scholars
should understand “objects” both as that which they study but also as verbs sig-
nifying scholar’s objections or disagreements with dominant voices. Similarly,
in the March 2013 issue of the American Quarterly, Barbara Tomlinson and
George Lipsitz state that the “future of American Studies requires scholars to
know the work we want our work to do...to insist that we infuse our ideas and
activism with ethical judgment and wisdom...to acknowledge that our work
speaks for us but also for others; and to recognize the dialogic and dialectical-
ly related nature of our views of American society.”* For “ethical judgment
and wisdom” to inform “ideas and activism,” especially about controversial
issues, scholars must be informed by careful scholarship, honest dialogue, and
thoughtful consideration of the moral assumptions both contained within
and resulting from them.

Butlittle research and open discussion were in evidence as the ASA moved
toward endorsing the boycott resolution. Instead, activist leaders from within
the association redirected the process toward collective political engagement
that, among other things, silenced dissent. The boycott represented both the
“object of study” and the “work” that a disproportionate ratio of national
council members wanted to do. More than half (ten out of eighteen) of
the voting members of the council, including the sitting president, Curtis
Marez, and the incoming one, Lisa Duggan, had earlier publicly endorsed the
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US Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel (USACBI).*
Council members furthermore played leadership roles within the campaign.
J. Kehaulani Kauanui was a member of its Advisory Board, and Sunaina Maira
was on its Organizing Collective.®® And they brought their politics to the
range of professional associations to which they belonged, and in which they
had assumed positions of authority. Maira proposed a boycott at the ASA’s
2012 conference through its Academic and Community Activism Caucus,
which she co-coordinated.” Another ASA council member, Karen Leong,
presented a similar boycott resolution to the Association for Asian American
Studies (AAAS), which passed it without objections or abstentions in April
2012.%7 And, in December, following the ASA’s vote, Kauanui would go on
to introduce a similar resolution to the Native American and Indigenous
Studies Association, a professional organization she had co-founded eight
years earlier.”

Within the ASA, support for the boycott came from the highest level.
Marez endorsed an association-level boycott from the outset, and made advo-
cating for it a key component of the 2013 annual conference.” He organized
one of the featured events: an “ASA Town Hall: The United States and Israel/
Palestine,” which was a one-sided advocacy forum for the resolution rather
than a traditional town hall. He also commented on a panel organized by the
Academic and Community Activism Caucus, entitled “Activism: Boycott as
a Non-Violent Strategy of Collective Dissent,” and devoted a portion of his
presidential address to promoting the boycott. There was no question where
the vast majority of the ASA leadership stood on the issue of boycotting
Israeli academic institutions and the intensity with which they embraced it
and sought to carry it from one professional association to the next.

Given the political proclivities of the national council, it was unclear
how those of us who opposed the boycott resolution might persuade the
membership to vote against the boycott. After all, as the council states in its
“Council Statement on the Boycott of Israeli Academic Institutions,” the
resolution’s advocates had been lobbying and organizing around this initiative
since 2006.*" They had built support among ideologically like-minded cadres.
But the great majority of the organization’s members—who did not attend
the few panels and caucus sessions dedicated to this issue—knew nothing
about the boycott resolution, which the national council intended to delib-
erate at the 2013 meeting. Indeed, keeping the rank-and-file membership
oblivious to the resolution might well have been the council’s intention, given
that there was no communication to members nor mentions of the resolu-
tion in the association’s call for papers sent out a year before the conference,
which is when most academics plan conference attendance and funding. Nor
did the preliminary correspondence about the conference’s schedule and calls
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to purchase tickets for conference events make any mention of the boycott
resolution. Members wishing to read the text of the boycott resolution had
to search actively to find it on the ASA’s website by going to the “Academic
and Community Activism Caucus” page and then clicking onto an area that
read “Members seeking to support the resolution in favor of an ASA boycott
may indicate their support here”—something no one would think to do
unless he or she were already apprised of the impending resolution discus-
sion.*! Moreover, all of the hot-linked resources on the activism caucus’s page
supported the boycott; no opposing views were oftered. Although there was
space on the ACAC’s website to comment on the resolution, it clearly was
not a neutrally moderated space in which to engage in an open discussion
about the proposed boycott or to post links.

Hence, even before the 2013 conference, the deck was clearly stacked
in favor of the resolution. The handful of us who happened to be aware of
the resolution and also opposed it needed to find one another and organize
quickly. This goal, difficult under any circumstances, was made immeasur-
ably harder because we had no formal structures to do so. None of us had
submitted panels to challenge the resolution; and there existed no established
ASA caucus for promoting academic freedom or scholars’ rights. Thus, we
had no ability to shape the ASA’s Town Hall, which used “the theme of debt
and dissent to encourage a discussion of historic and contemporary relation-
ships between the U.S. and Israel/Palestine with a particular focus on their
significance for American Studies,” rather than focusing on whether or not
the ASA should boycott Israeli institutions.*> Furthermore, we had no space
on the ASA’s website and no access to a table at the conference.

Though not experienced in the methods of activism or organizational
work, I began contacting colleagues in the early fall to try to develop a
strategy. A few weeks before the annual conference, I found Simon Bronner
of Penn State Harrisburg who, because he edits the Encyclopedia of American
Studies, was an ex ofticio, non-voting member of the ASA’s national council.
Bronner also opposed the resolution. Indeed, the national council might have
passed it at the May Executive Meeting if he had not raised problems with
the proposal with the ASA’s Executive Director John Stephens.* With a few
other ASA members, we formed an impromptu committee, ASA Members
for Academic Freedom, and began to draft a letter in opposition to the
boycott resolution. The idea was to articulate a collective stance against the
boycott and to begin to identify those who objected to it. Our letter encour-
aged vigorous discussion about the “Israeli-Palestinian conflict and how it
should be resolved.” We endorsed the American Association of University
Professors’ (AAUP’) 2005 statement opposing all academic boycotts on the
grounds of academic freedom. As we put it: “the belief that scholars must be
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free to pursue ideas without being targeted for repression, discipline, or insti-
tutional censorship.” We called for “constructive efforts to bring Israeli and
Palestinian academics together on joint projects, including those that foster
reconciliation and promote understanding and trust—all critical factors that
will enable Israelis and Palestinians to coexist in peace and security. The call
for an academic boycott of Israel,” we continued, “is a destructive attempt
not only to silence, but also [to] punish those involved in this important
and potentially transformative academic work.”** We circulated the letters
among our colleagues and posted it to change.org for additional signatures
(the Academic and Community Activism Caucus had previously posted its
resolution on change.org).

We received considerable support, including from some of the field’s most
respected scholars, and we heard mortification and disbelief at the thought
that the council might actually go through with such a resolution. Particularly
striking was the number of senior Americanist scholars we recruited who had
left the association—or never joined it—including Andrew Delbanco, Morris
Dickstein, Richard Slotkin, Annette Kolodny, Laura Kalman, Jackson Lears,
Kathy Peiss, and even former ASA president Karen Haltunnen.* Although
sharing left or liberal politics, many of them explained their lack of aftilia-
tion as a result of the politicization of scholarship within the association. As
Michael Kazin explained, “To be honest, I stopped attending the convention
several years ago because so many of the panels were dedicated to elaborat-
ing the same beliefs about racial and gender oppression. I'm a leftist too, of
course, but the ASA just got boring and predictable.”* David Hollinger’s
assessment was even harsher. He had left the association about a decade ago
because he “got fed up with the sandbox politics”; he described the ASA as
“a shell of its former self, an apparatus being picked up and used as a vehicle
by those who want to proceed in ideological overdrive.”*

Opwer the past twenty years, there have been profound shifts in the asso-
ciation’s membership as academics have left the field for specialized areas
focused on technology, urban studies, Jewish Studies, and geography. Their
departure opened the door for a new generation to enter the ASA, including
those focused on topics that traditional disciplinary associations have often
scorned, such as ethnicity, queer studies, prisoner studies, post-colonialism,
and imperialism.* To reflect this transition, we created a second letter and
collected the names not only of current ASA members who objected to the
resolution but also of Americanists more broadly defined.”

One day before the conference began, I e-mailed both letters to the
national council with signatures from 46 ASA members and 27 Americanists.
Two hundred people had signed the change.org petition. In my e-mail
to the national council, I argued, “As a member-driven organization, the
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council should respect that the resolution does not appropriately represent
ASA membership.”*' Within two hours, one key ASA leader responded to
my e-mail. In a back-and-forth exchange, which did not address any of the
substantive issues we raised in the letter, she focused primarily on procedure.
“You should correct the lie in your letters about our process,” she wrote.
“The caucus has a perfect right to put forward a proposal, and we are obli-
gated to discuss and consider it. Period. Claiming otherwise, as your letters
do, by claiming a “vocal minority’ is trying to ‘force’ anything on anyone, is
highly irresponsible, and just wrong.”>

But this was disingenuous. As I wrote in my resignation letter from the
ASA, “Despite the national council’s claims that it followed the association’s
deliberative procedures, anyone present could see that the conversation was
organized well ahead of time to be one-sided. The association refused to
share with its members information that might raise questions about the
boycott.”*® The Academic and Community Activism Caucus had organized
a pro-boycott table stafted by mid-rank to senior faculty to run throughout
the conference. The table became a magnet for discussion precisely because
a committed faculty member was always available to engage students and
scholars alike. The table was laden with green “ASA Boycott Resolution
Frequently Asked Questions” fliers with a Palestinian flag made out of but-
terflies in the background. There were several photocopied fliers and articles
endorsing the boycott as well as a copy of the resolution, a sign-up sheet, and
a bag of lollipops. An easel by the side of the table kept a rough count of how
many members had endorsed the resolution. By the end of the weekend, it
read “850+ signatures.”

Our makeshift ASA Members for Academic Freedom group had no
table, no bench of volunteers ready to leaflet throughout the weekend, no
flags promoting Israeli-Palestinian harmony, and no lollipops. We did pull
together an alternative FAQ sheet arguing against the boycott, but we did
not manage to make copies before the ASA Town Hall on Friday afternoon.
We pinned our letters opposing the boycott to bulletin boards next to the
pro-boycott FAQ sheet and put stacks of the letters on two information
tables with a folded sign on top of it that said “Oppose Resolution” to draw
attention to the documents.

Empty-handed, we walked into the conference’s featured ASA Town
Hall. Organized by Marez, the supposed forum for an exchange of views was
in fact a platform for promoting the boycott resolution. Kauanui was on the
panel, giving the impression that the resolution had ASA approval. In addition,
as I wrote in Times of Israel, “participants in the Activism Committee were
pointed out to audience members, and the resolution was handed around
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the room of nearly 500 for signing (no comparable document opposing the
resolution was distributed).”?*

Common tropes articulated by the six speakers, included references to
Israel as an “Apartheid state” and as engaged in “ethnic cleansing” and “settler
colonialism.” One speaker called for the “delegitimization of the Zionist proj-
ect.” Two panelists endorsed the US Campaign for the Academic & Cultural
Boycott of Israel’s call to 1) end the occupation, 2) recognize the rights of
Arab-Palestinian-Israelis to full equality, and 3) honor the Palestinian’s “right
of return.” In response to a rhetorical question about whether or not the
right of return would end the Jewish state, a panelist attested, “if equality and
justice would destroy Isracl what does that say about the country?” Another
speaker characterized the Holocaust as an “ur tragedy” that erased the plight
of Palestinians and argued that American Studies outside of the U.S. “can’t
afford to respect this provisional perspective.” “How,” asked another speaker,
“can a person of conscience reject boycotting?” As a different panelist con-
tended, the boycott represented “a non-violent response within which a just
solution might be imagined.”

Beyond the one-sided, ideological perspective put forward by panel-
ists, shoddy scholarship was also on display. To prove that Israeli institutions
engage in surveillance on behalf of the state, a speaker put a single docu-
ment on the screen from Tel Aviv University in 1972 that named students
and categorized them as radicals. No broader context was offered for this
document—where it was found, who created it, and under what circum-
stances—nor was additional evidence provided.“It’s not a matter of liberal vs.
conservative Israelis,” the speaker insisted in describing surveillance in Israeli
academic institutions, “it’s a matter of principle, and these are the guiding
ones that all Israelis subscribe to.”>

When I described the Town Hall as a “vitriolic anti-Israel event” in The
Times of Israel, I was not condemning people for criticizing Israeli policies.*
Indeed, there was very little discussion of any specific policies and no debate
about how Israelis and Palestinians might constructively work toward peace
and toward improving the plight of Palestinians. Instead, opposition to the
existence of a Jewish State was clearly and repeatedly articulated.

Some of the most telling exchanges came in the question and answer
section when, for example, a British-Jewish scholar commented that she felt
conflicted between the messages the speakers were conveying and her own
Zionist upbringing, which had strengthened her especially in the context of
the anti-Semitism she faced in London as a child. One panelist dismissively
told her to “take it to her therapist.”

Michael Rockland’s question regarding where the balance was in this
Town Hall met with snaps, hisses, and boos. I, who visibly shook throughout
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this session, read out loud an e-mail that Hank Reichman, Chair of the
AAUP’s Committee on Academic Freedom and Tenure, had sent to the
national council. In it, he reiterated the association’s opposition to academic
boycotts, asking the council to dismiss this resolution and also to share the
AAUP’s stance with membership.”” When I asked the panel why the national
council had not done so, I was told that the AAUP discredited itself when it
added a round of responses to the fall 2013 edition of the Journal of Academic
Freedom without including any from a Palestinian perspective. The response,
which was met with a round of applause, ignored the fact that six of the
original seven essays advocated academic boycotts against Israel. In any
case, all speakers were responding to was a snapshot of an issue in progress.
Responses to the pro-boycott essays went online as they came in, followed
by more pro-boycott responses to the responses, which went online as they
came in. Responses were not solicited. Had Palestinians sent responses, they
would have been published.

Following this travesty of a Town Hall came an award ceremony, celebrat-
ing Angela Davis, one of the Town Hall panelists who called for the ASA to
endorse the boycott resolution. Afterward, Marez used his presidential address
in part to advocate for the boycott. Whereas supporters of the resolution have
referred to this event—and the eventual passage of the boycott resolution—
as “historic” and “groundbreaking events in shattering what Edward Said
called the ‘last taboo” in the U.S. public sphere,”® opponents of the resolution
described it as “like being in North Korea.”* “I have not encountered any-
thing like this,” an ASA member wrote, “since I was involved with a bunch of
people doing the EST training back in the 1980s.%

Saturday morning, our ASA Members for Academic Freedom group
circulated our alternative FAQ sheet rebutting the main points of the reso-
lution and pointing out its distortions and misinformation. We posted the
FAQ sheets on bulletin boards and put them on the information tables. We
also added to the bulletin boards articles opposing academic boycotts, letters
sent to national council by those opposed to the boycott, including Hank
Reichman’s, our letters opposing the boycott, and a sign-up sheet.

Prior to the start of that afternoon’s Open Discussion, we put both
our FAQ sheet and letter opposing the boycott on each of the 500 seats in
the room.Two members of the national council moderated the session. Avery
Gordon had already publicly endorsed the U.S. Campaign for the Academic
and Cultural Boycott of Israel;*" Matthew Frye Jacobson, the second modera-
tor, had not visibly articulated his stance. Shortly before the event, Gordon
and Jacobson collected names into a hat. Jacobson opened the session by
emphasizing that “tremendous care has been taken” in discussion regarding
the boycott resolution. “We’re all here,” he continued, “because we all really
care about the ASA.” The moderators then called four people at a time and
gave each two minutes to speak to the roughly 750 ASA members who were
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in the room. What became clear during the Open Discussion was the extent
to which the assembled members appeared to agree with this resolution; also
apparent was a racial and age divide between those supporting the boycott
and those opposed to it. Approximately 45 members spoke in favor of the
boycott and seven people spoke against it.

ASA members opposing the resolution spoke of the need for additional
conversation and the poor scholarship inherent in portraying Israelis and
Palestinians in purely black and white terms. Bronner, who identified himself
as an Israeli academic—he is affiliated with Haifa University in addition to
his appointment at Penn State—contended that Israeli universities are “the
progressive institutions of change” and called for more, rather than less, dia-
logue with Israelis and Palestinians. Similarly, a professor from the American
University of Beirut, who identified himself as opposing the occupation and
favoring divestment, argued that a boycott was “too much,”’ since educational
institutions are part of Palestinians’ culture and economics. Some opponents
of the resolution pointed out Israel’s liberal policies on homosexuality, its
status as the only democracy in the Middle East, its protection of free speech,
and its open access for Arabs to higher education. Another opponent of the
resolution described herself as agreeing with many of the statements censur-
ing Israel in the “whereas” section of the resolution, but rejected the boycott
out of confusion: Would it prohibit faculty and students at her school from
engaging in exchanges with those at Israeli academic institutions?

Many of those who spoke in favor of the boycott saw it as an extension
of their own practice of American studies and anti-imperialist politics. Some
explained that they had recently been drawn to the ASA because of this issue.
A number of resolution advocates broadly equated Israel with subjugation
and discussed the US’s complicity in maintaining such oppression. As one
person put it: “We are not bearing witness; We are a third party to this resolu-
tion.” Another declared: “Our liberation is tied to this action.” Many of them
further contended that the resolution enabled them to act in solidarity with
colonized and indigenous people and to enhance their free speech (ignoring
the fact that Jews are also indigenous to Israel and that the boycott would
stifle the speech of Israelis, including Jews, Arabs, Christians, Muslims, and
Druze).® But the purging of guilt in this collective cathartic moment rang
hollow. Rather than exploring specific measures to improve the lots of indig-
enous peoples, to challenge U.S. foreign policy, or to critique Israeli policies,
ASA members endorsed a boycott that had few consequences for them. As
Eric Aronoft of Michigan State University explained: “[BJoycotting Israeli
universities is a cost-free way [for ASA members] to feel like they are ‘doing
something’—it requires no sacrifice on their part, will have no impact on
their work, or the work of their colleagues. It is easy to do—much easier than
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taking radical political action or stands on the pressing social justice issues
in what is our field of study—the massive amounts of injustice within the
US, or (if they are consistent in their logic) of the ‘complicity’ of their own
universities in those injustices.”®

After the conference, the national council deliberated for eight days. On
December 3—what would be the last day of deliberation—TI was told that
the council never received our letters opposing the resolution.®* The next
morning, I resent the original e-mail I had sent almost two weeks earlier
and about which a senior ASA official and I had corresponded earlier. A few
hours later, the council announced that it was opening the boycott issue to
a vote of the entire membership (the overwhelming majority of whom had
not attended the conference).

While it had been deliberating, the council made minor changes in the
resolution, but primarily crafted its pitch in additional documents to explain
the resolution to the wider ASA membership and the public. In “What Does
the Boycott of Israeli Academic Institutions Mean?” the national coun-
cil attempted to water down the resolution. The council claimed that it
would only apply to Israeli academic institutions and not individuals, that
ASA members are not obligated to follow it, and that it only relates to the
virtually non-existent direct actions of the ASA “in its official capacities
to enter into formal collaborations with Israeli academic institutions, or
with scholars who are expressly serving as representatives or ambassadors
of those institutions (such as deans, rectors, presidents, or others).”® But
the council also explained that the boycott would stay in place until Israel

° Even

honors the Palestinian right of return, among other requirements.
Noam Chomsky and Norman Finkelstein, sharp critics of Israeli politics
themselves, agree that the BDS movement’s support for a right of return
implicitly calls for the destruction of the State of Israel.”” Thus, the modified
boycott, like the original one, challenged not only Israeli policies but also
the very legitimacy of the Jewish state.

During the 10-day voting period, in the midst of final exams, we con-
tinued to gather signatures on our letters in opposition to the boycott, which
by that point had been signed by more than 140 ASA members and non-
member Americanists, including former presidents, prize winners, and life-
time members.®® But neither the ASA nor the broader press would circulate
or post our letters or any material that conveyed alternative perspectives.
All of the ASA’s official correspondence preemptively endorsed the boycott
and included links to works that supported it. In addition to our letters, the
council would not share an open letter to membership from the AAUP.®
On its homepage, in a section designated “What’s new in the community?,”
it posted only pro-boycott news and links. Moreover, in “What does the
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Boycott of Isracli Academic Institutions mean for the ASA?,” the national
council referred to the AAUP in a way that ironically implied its support for
the boycott despite its ongoing opposition. The document reads: “Like other
academic organizations, including the American Association of University
Professors (AAUP), the ASA unequivocally asserts the importance of aca-
demic freedom and the necessity for intellectuals to remain free from state
interests and interference as a general good for society.””

On December 11, eight former ASA presidents who had signed our letter
opposing the resolution issued a letter to the membership which attempted
to make them aware of the case against the boycott and to urge them to vote.
“Our task,” they wrote,“is to open conversation, not to close it oft, and to do
so with those who reflect ideas (and support policies) with which many of us
may strongly disagree.””! They also expressed concern regarding the council’s
process. “That the membership vote is being undertaken with only one side
of a complex question presented,” the former presidents wrote, “seems to us
to amplify the profound contradictions of the academic boycott strategy, and
to compound its potentially pernicious consequences. This can only damage
the ASA and further deflect attention from the serious moral and political
issues proponents seek to raise.””? But the national council was apparently
unmoved by their pleas. Again, they refused to circulate or put on the ASA
website the former ASA presidents’ letter, a rebuft that one of the former
presidents, Patricia Limerick, called “really quite breathtaking.””

The national council’s silencing of boycott opposition grated on oppo-
nents of the boycott. “Let’s remember,” one former ASA president wrote,
“that they will say they ‘invited” comments to be posted on the website, and
did not ‘suppress’ anything. They will have an answer for everything. They
will claim that the Council acted as elected representatives of the members
and simply turned to the members for endorsement because of the contro-
versial nature of the issue (they did not need to do that, they will say, they
had the authority to make the decision). We will be cast as poor losers (and
worse). I hope the press takes this up so we won’t have to be put on the
defensive. It’s ugly but unfortunately I think they will prevail with their story,
and will maintain that the landslide vote vindicates their original decision. I'd
love to be proven wrong.””* Unfortunately, she was not. Others reiterated the
view that a vote without access to multiple perspectives makes a mockery out
of an ostensibly democratic process. As former ASA president Linda Kerber
put it: “Even if there is a majority vote, I fear it won’t be fully representative
of the membership, who were communicated with primarily by email (and
many people are off e-mail for extended periods of time) and given an overly
short window. [I did not get a postcard urging me to vote until December
13, two days before the deadline, with an address label that did not include
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my member number, which I would have needed in order to vote. If I hadn’t
learned about this from you, I would never have taken that card seriously.]””
Compare this to the way that scholarly professional organizations normally
conduct votes for, say, national offices—with ballots mailed out weeks or
months ahead of time, options for electronic or paper voting, statements from
all candidates provided—and the absurdity of the ASA’s reckless, jerry-built
procedure is all the more plain.

On December 16, the national council announced the election
results, which hardly represented an overwhelming victory for BDS. Eight
hundred twenty members voted in favor of the resolution (recall that more
than 850 were said to have signed the resolution at the conference). Without
any form of institutional support, without a caucus to promote academic
freedom, without a table to distribute oppositional viewpoints at the confer-
ence, and with the national council’s refusal to distribute or post on its web-
site alternative perspectives, approximately 420 people either voted against
the resolution or voted to abstain. The rest of the ASA’s between 4-5,000
members cast no vote whatsoever. Of course the national council did not
count those votes among its abstentions, since if it had the total number of
votes for the resolution would clearly have been in the minority and, as a
result, the council would presumably have rejected the resolution as prom-
ised. Instead, a front page article in the New York Times described the Council’s
unanimous decision as well as the results of the vote without mentioning the
Presidents’ letter or any other signs of opposition within the organization.”
As Cynthia Ozick wrote to me,“So the miscreants won, malignity succeeded,
filth washes over truth.””

The boycott met with significant backlash within academia. It was
rejected by the American Council on Education, the Association of Public
and Land-Grant Universities, the Association of American Universities, the
American Association of University Professors, and the leadership of 250
universities and colleges. In perhaps the harshest statement of opposition,
Catholic University President John Garvey asserted:

The American Studies Association’s recent call for a boycott of Israeli
academic institutions is lamentable. The Association has appointed itself
as a kind of inept volunteer fire department, aiming to put out the
Israeli-Palestinian conflagration by throwing gasoline on the fire. That’s
not exactly right. It has decided to pour gas not on the source of the fire but
on bystanders, some of whom are trying to extinguish the flames. No good can
come of punishing academic institutions for the shortcomings, real and
perceived, of their nations’ leaders and policies.”
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Within the ASA, seven American Studies departments dropped their
institutional membership as a result of the boycott. An additional 12
American Studies departments denied that they were institutional members
(the ASA apparently continues to print the names of institutions supporting
the organization in its journal and website for at least six months after dues
are in arrears.).* Two regional associations of the ASA, in California and the
Eastern American Studies Association, refuted and refused to comply with
the boycott.®! Unsurprisingly, the “Academic Boycott and Related News”
section of the ASA’s website includes only one document that indicates any
kind of dissent within the ASA from the resolution, an eloquent letter writ-
ten by twelve recipients of the ASA’s Turpie Award, the association’s high-
est service award. There is no mention of departments that have dropped
institutional support, members who have disaffiliated from the organization
as a result of the boycott, or the regional associations’ condemnations of the
ASA’s boycott.

Some organizations unadvisedly attempted to boycott the boycotters,
a move that only further shuts down dialogue and strengthens support for
the boycott on the left. The president of Indiana University cut Indiana’s
“Institutional Membership” in the ASA without consulting the faculty in
American Studies. Rowan’s president dropped the college’s support for the
EASA regional conference until EASA assured him that it was distancing
itself from the ASA. And politicians in New York, Pennsylvania, Maryland,
and [linois labored to pass legislation that would withhold tax dollars from
institutions of higher learning that used state money to fund attendance at
conferences sponsored by associations engaged in a boycott or that directly
participated in such a boycott. The ASA encouraged such misguided legis-
lative efforts by using a watered-down boycott resolution to promote the
greater BDS cause. “Having decided to boycott Israel, and even the idea of
Israel,” former ASA president Michael Frisch contended, “ASA now claims
to be a surprised victim when Israel and its defenders respond by boycotting
ASA®

Representing itself as an embattled minority under seige by
McCarthyesque forces given to legal bullying, the ASA has turned its own
academic freedom into an organizing tool. Its website and Facebook page
have become spaces for defending the right to boycott. The association has
even developed a logo “Stand with the ASA” and a $100,000 fundraising
campaign to defend the organization. The national council further asserted
that it had attracted 700 new members, presumably many of whom were
drawn to the organization explicitly because of its support for the boycott.®
But in repositioning itself as a victim rather than an aggressor and accusing
others of establishing litmus tests and blacklists, the ASA and other academic
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boycott advocates ignore their own complicity in silencing open discourse
about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.**

The ASA’s boycott and the BDS movement more generally presume
that ostracizing Israel will solve the ongoing crisis either by forcing Israel
to make greater concessions at the bargaining table or by bringing about its
elimination. But instead academic boycotts withdraw support for and isolate
Israeli academia, one of the sectors in Israeli society where opposition to the
occupation and inequitable Israeli policies is most vibrant. Unlike economic
boycotts, which have historically been used productively to protest wrongful
policies, boycotting ideas will only hinder the eftorts of those who are at the
forefront of a small and beleaguered peace camp to work toward coexistence.

Academic boycotts—symbolic or otherwise—have a silencing effect.
Instead of deterring alternative perspectives, academic associations—even
more than religious institutions, unions, and other professional associations—
have an obligation to provide a big tent with room for open discourse and
conversation, including disagreement. Rather than waving flags—either pro-
Palestinian or pro-Isracl—advocates of Palestinian-Isracli co-existence need
to adopt what David Hirsch of the University of London calls a “politics of
reconciliation.”® Instead of boycotting Israeli academic institutions to end
the occupation—and for some the Jewish state itself—academic associations,
like the ASA, should seek to engage and enrich them and the academics asso-
ciated with them.The ASA should create openings for Palestinian and Israeli
scholars of American Studies to conduct research, attend conferences, and
publish in American Studies journals, both individually and collaboratively.®
Academic boycotts and other maximalist policies will only increase hostili-
ties. Instead, we need more not less constructive dialogue to determine how
to end the occupation and create a two-state solution that strengthens peace,
security, and academic freedom for all. M



DAVID HIRSH

The American Studies Association

Boycott Resolution, Academic
Freedom, and the Myth
of the Institutional Boycott

Summary

The “institutional boycott” is likely to function as a political test in a
hidden form. It would offer exemption from the boycott to those Israelis
who are willing or able to disavow their own institutions or funding
bodies.

An “institutional boycott,” even if it did not in fact impact against indi-
viduals, would still be a violation of the principles of academic freedom.
In practice, the boycott campaign has been, and is likely to continue
to be, a campaign for the exclusion of individual scholars who work in
Israel from the global academic community. There is no general principle
proposed for boycotting universities in states which have poor human
rights records or which receive US aid or on the basis of any other stated
criteria; there is only a boycott campaign against Israeli academia.
There are also foreseeable likely impacts within the boycotting institu-
tions, or within institutions in which the boycott campaign is strong,
which would be distinct from the impact against Israeli academia. The
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violations of academic freedom which constitute academic boycott are

likely to impact the boycotting as well as the boycotted institutions:
a. Academics in boycotting institutions, in subjects which specifically
relate to Jewish or Israeli topics, would be cut off from the mainstream
of their disciplines, for example Jewish Studies, Israel Studies, some
theology, some archaeology, some history; and there is a more generic
danger that scholars would be cut off from important colleagues in
any discipline.
b. People who resist the characterization of Israel as apartheid or
as Nazi or as essentially racist are likely to be characterized by the
boycott campaign as apologists for apartheid, Nazism, or racism,
and treated as such. People who “break the boycott” are likely to be
treated as blacklegs or scabs. Social sanctions against opponents of
the boycott or “strikebreakers” are likely to impact disproportionately
against Jews. It is likely that some Jews will feel themselves to be
under particular pressure to state their position on the boycott; it is
likely that Jews will be suspected of opposing the boycott if they do
not explicitly support it.

What the ASA resolution says®
The ASA resolution re-affirms in a general and abstract way its support for
the principle of academic freedom. It then says that it will “honor the call of
Palestinian civil society for a boycott of Israeli academic institutions.” It goes
on to offer guarantees that it will support the academic freedom of scholars
who speak about Israel and who support the boycott; the implication here is
that this refers to scholars who are opponents of Israel or of Israeli policy. The
resolution does not specifically mention the academic freedom of individual
Israeli scholars or students; nor does it mention protection for people to
speak out against the boycott; nor does it say anything about the academic
freedom of people to collaborate with Israeli colleagues.

‘What the ASA names “the call of Palestinian civil society for a boycott” is
the PACBI “Call for Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel.”® The PACBI
call explicitly says that the “vast majority of Israeli intellectuals and academ-
ics,” that is to say individuals, have contributed to, or have been “complicit
in through their silence,” the Israeli human rights abuses which are the rea-
sons given for boycott. There would be no sense in making this claim if no
sanctions against individuals were envisaged. The PACBI guidelines state that
“virtually all” Israeli academic institutions are guilty in the same way.

These claims, about the collective guilt of Israeli intellectuals, academ-
ics, and institutions are strongly contested empirically. Opponents of the
boycott argue that Isracli academia is pluralistic and diverse and contains
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many individuals and institutions which explicitly oppose anti-Arab racism,
Islamophobia, and the military and the civilian occupations of the West Bank.
Isracli universities, they argue, are anti-racist spaces, where words are used
rather than violence and where there is as much effort to eradicate discrimi-
nation against minorities as there is in other universities in democratic states.

These claims about the guilt of Israeli academia are also contested by
those who hold that the principle of collective guilt is a violation of the
norms of the global academic community and of natural justice. Opponents
of the boycott argue that academics and institutions should be judged by
the content of their work and by the nature of their academic norms and
practices, not by the state in which they are employed.

The PACBI guidelines go on to specify what is meant by the “institu-
tional” boycott. “. . . [T]hese institutions, all their activities, and all the events
they sponsor or support must be boycotted.” “Events and projects involv-
ing individuals explicitly representing these complicit institutions should be
boycotted.” The guidelines then ofter an exemption for some other classes of
individual as follows: “Mere institutional affiliation to the Israeli academy is

therefore not a sufficient condition for applying the boycott.””

Summary of the ASA position®*

* ASA is for academic freedom in general and for the academic
freedom of critics of Israel and for boycott advocates in particular.

* ASA holds (via its endorsement of PACBI) that the vast majority
of Israeli intellectuals and academics are guilty.

* ASA says (via its endorsement of PACBI) that virtually all Israeli
academic institutions are guilty.

* ASA says (via its endorsement of PACBI) that individuals who
are explicitly representing Israeli institutions should be boycotted.

* ASA says (via its endorsement of PACBI) that mere institutional
affiliation at an Israeli university is not a sufficient condition for
boycotting an individual.

* ASA does not mention any violations of academic freedom within
Palestinian academic institutions other than those for which the
Israeli state are responsible.

The ““institutional boycott” functions as a political test
by another name
Refusing to collaborate with academics on the basis of their nationality is,
prima facie, a violation of the norms of academic freedom and of the prin-
ciple of the universality of science.” It seems to punish scholars not for some-
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thing related to their work, nor for something that they have done wrong,
but because of who they are.

In 2002 Mona Baker, an academic in the UK, fired two Israelis from the
editorial boards of academic journals which she owned and edited. Gideon
Toury and Miriam Shlesinger are both well respected internationally as
scholars and also as public opponents of Isracli human rights abuses, but
nevertheless they were “boycotted.””! In 2002 the boycott campaign in the
UK supported Baker against those who were critical of her act of boycott, as
implemented against individuals on the basis of their nationality.

The boycott campaign sought a more sophisticated formulation which
did not appear to target individuals just for being Israeli.

In 2003, the formulation of the “institutional boycott” was put into
action with a resolution to the Association of University Teachers (AUT), an
academic trade union in the UK, that members should “sever any academic
links they may have with official Israeli institutions, including universities.”
Yet in the same year, Andrew Wilkie, an Oxford academic, rejected an Israeli
who applied to do a PhD with him, giving as a reason that he had served in
the Israeli armed forces. The boycott campaign in the UK supported Andrew
Wilkie against criticism which focused on his boycott of an individual who
had no affiliation of any kind to an Israeli academic institution. If the prin-
ciple was accepted that anybody who had been in the Israeli armed forces
was to be boycotted, then virtually every Israeli Jew would be thus targeted.

In 2005 the boycott campaign aimed short of a full boycott of Israel, call-
ing instead for the AUT to boycott particular Israeli universities: Haifa because
it alleged the mistreatment of a professor, llan Pappé; Bar Ilan because of its
links with Ariel College in the West Bank; and Hebrew University Jerusalem
because it made the (contested) claim that HUJ was building a dorm block
on occupied land. This was an attempt to try to relate the boycott to particu-
lar violations rather than just aim it at Israel as a whole.

In 2006 the boycott campaign took a new tack, offering an exemption
from the boycott to Israelis who could demonstrate their political cleanli-
ness. The other British academic union, NATFHE, called for a boycott of
Israeli scholars who failed to “publicly dissociate themselves” from “Israel’s
apartheid policies.” The political test opened the campaign up to a charge of
McCarthyism: the implementation of a boycott on this basis would require
some kind of machinery to be set up to judge who was allowed an exemp-
tion and who was not.”? The assertion that Israel is “apartheid” or implements
“apartheid policies” is emotionally charged and strongly contested. While it
is possible for such analogies to be employed carefully and legitimately, it is
also possible for such analogies to function as statements of loyalty to the
Palestinians. They sometimes function as short cuts to the boycott conclusion,
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and as ways of demonizing Israel, Israelis, and those who are accused of speak-
ing on their behalf. In practice, the boycott campaign attempts to construct
supporters of the boycott as friends of Palestine and opponents of the boycott
as enemies of Palestine.

The political test was implemented at the South African Sociological
Association conference on August 28, 2012. An Israeli sociologist was
required to disavow “Israeli apartheid.” When he declined, the other par-
ticipants in the panel left the room to give their papers elsewhere while his
freedom of speech, it was claimed, was respected because he was allowed to
give his paper to an empty room. Boycott can be as much refusal to listen as
it is a prohibition to speak.

But long before 2012, the official boycott campaign had moved on from
the political test, changing tactics again, calling for an “institutional boycott.”

It is reasonable to assume that under the influence of the campaign for
an “institutional boycott,” much boycotting of individuals goes on silently
and privately. It is also reasonable to assume that Israeli scholars may come to
fear submitting papers to journals or conferences if they think they may be
boycotted, explicitly or not; this would lead to a “self-boycott” eftect. I ofter
an anecdotal example of the kinds of things which are likely to happen under
the surface even of an “institutional boycott.” An Israeli colleague contacted
a UK academic in 2008, saying that he was in town and would like to meet
for a coffee to discuss common research interests. The Israeli was told that the
British colleague would be happy to meet, but he would first have to disavow
Israeli apartheid.

The PACBI call, endorsed by ASA, says that Israeli institutions are guilty,
Israeli intellectuals are guilty, Israeli academics who explicitly represent their
institutions should be boycotted, but an affiliation in itself, is not grounds for
boycott. The danger is that Israelis will be asked not to disavow Israel politi-
cally, but to disavow their university “institutionally,” as a pre- condition for
recognition as legitimate members of the academic community. Israelis may
be told that they are welcome to submit an article to a journal or to attend
a seminar or a conference as an individual: e.g., David Hirsh is acceptable,
David Hirsh, Tel Aviv University is not. Some Israelis will, as a matter of
principle, refuse to appear only as an individual; others may be required by
the institution which pays their salary, or by the institution which funds their
research, not to disavow.

An “institutional boycott” is still a violation of the principles
of academic freedom
Academic institutions themselves, in Israel as anywhere else, are fundamen-
tally communities of scholars; they protect scholars, they make it possible for
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scholars to research and to teach, and they defend the academic freedom of
scholars. The premise of the “institutional boycott” is that in Israel, universi-
ties are bad but scholars are (possibly, exceptionally) good. Universities are
organs of the state while individual scholars are employees who may (possibly,
exceptionally) be not guilty of supporting Israeli “apartheid” or some similar
formulation.

There are two fundamental elements which are contested by opponents
of the boycott in the “institutional boycott” rhetoric. First, it is argued, aca-
demic institutions are a necessary part of the structure of academic freedom.
If there were no universities, scholars would band together and invent them,
in order to create a framework within which they could function as profes-
sional researchers and teachers, and within which they could collectively
defend their academic freedom.

Second, opponents of the boycott argue that Israeli academic institu-
tions are not materially different from academic institutions in other free
countries: they are not segregated by race, religion, or gender, they have rela-
tive autonomy from the state, they defend academic freedom and freedom
of criticism, not least against government and political pressure. There are
of course threats to academic freedom in Israel, as there are in the US and
elsewhere, but the record of Israeli institutions is a good one in defending
their scholars from political interference. Neve Gordon, for example still has
tenure at Ben Gurion University, in spite of calling for a boycott of his own
institution; Ilan Pappé left Haifa voluntarily after having been protected by
his institution even after travelling the world denouncing his institution and
Israel in general as genocidal, Nazi, and worthy of boycott.

Jon Pike argued that the very business of academia does not open itself
up to a clear distinction between individuals and institutions. For example
the boycott campaign has proposed that while Israelis may submit papers as
individuals, they would be boycotted if they submitted it from their institu-
tions. He points out that

papers that “issue from Israeli institutions” (BRICUP)” or are “sub-
mitted from Israeli institutions” (SPSC)* are worried over, written by,
formatted by, referenced by, checked by, posted oft by individual Israeli
academics. Scientists, theorists, and researchers do their thinking, write it
up and send it off to journals. It seems to me that Israeli academics can’t
plausibly be so difterent from the rest of us that they have discovered
some wonderful way of writing papers without the intervention of a
human, individual, writer.
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Boycotting academic institutions means refusing to collaborate with
Israeli academics, at least under some circumstances if not others; and then we
are likely to see the re-introduction of some form of “disavowal” test.

In reality, the boycott campaign is an exclusion of individual
Jewish scholars who work in Israel from the global
academic community
In 2011 the University of Johannesburg decided, under pressure from the
boycott campaign, to cut the institutional links it had with Ben Gurion
University for the study of irrigation techniques in arid agriculture. Logically
the cutting of links should have meant the end of the research with the Israeli
scholars being boycotted as explicit representatives of their university. What
in fact happened was that the boycotters had their public political victory and
then the two universities quietly re-negotiated their links under the radar,
with the knowledge of the boycott campaign, and the research into agricul-
ture continued. The boycott campaign portrayed this as an institutional boy-
cott which didn’t harm scientific co-operation or Israeli individuals. The risks
are that such pragmatism (and hypocrisy) will not always be the outcome and
that the official position of “cutting links” will actually be implemented; in
any case, the University of Johannesburg solution encourages a rhetoric of
stigmatization against Israeli academics, even if it quietly neglects to act on it.

Another risk is that the targeting of Israelis by the “institutional boy-
cott,” or the targeting of the ones who are likely to refuse to disavow their
institutional aftiliations, is likely to impact disproportionately against Jews.
The risk here is that the institutional boycott has the potential to become, in
its actual implementation, an exclusion of Jewish Israelis, although there will
of course be exemption for some “good Jews”: anti-Zionist Jewish Israelis
or Israeli Jewish supporters of the boycott campaign. The result would be
a policy which harms Israeli Jews more than anybody else. Further, among
scholars who insist on “breaking the institutional boycott” or on arguing
against it in America, Jews are likely to be disproportionately represented. If
there are consequences which follow these activities, which some boycotters
will regard as blacklegging or scabbing, the consequences will impact most
heavily on American Jewish academics. Under any accepted practice of equal
opportunities impact assessment, the policy of “institutional boycott” would
cross the red lines which would normally constitute warnings of institutional
racism.

There was a case in the UK courts in 2007 in which Birmingham
University decided to close down its department of Social Work in order to
save money. It turned out that an unusually high number of the academics
in this department were black. There was a challenge to the closure on the
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basis that it would have a disproportionate impact on black academics. The
challenge was upheld by the UK employment tribunal. The tribunal found
that the university ought to have carried out an equal opportunities impact
assessment prior to its proposed closure. Nobody said that there was any rac-
ist intent or consciousness at Birmingham, only that there was a foreseeable
institutionally racist outcome. Perhaps an institution which plans a boycott of
Israel would have a similar responsibility to assess, in advance, whether there
would be a disproportional impact against Jews, and whether there was any
politically or morally valid justification for such a disproportionate impact.

The reality of the “institutional boycott” is that somebody will be in
charge of judging who should be boycotted and who should be exempt.
Even the official positions of ASA, BRICUP, and PACBI are confusing and
contradictory; they say there will be no boycott of individuals but they nev-
ertheless make claims which offer justification for a boycott of individuals.
But there is the added danger that some people implementing the boycott
locally are likely not to have even the political sophistication of the ofticial
boycott campaign. There is a risk that there will still be boycotts of indi-
viduals (Mona Baker), political tests (South African Sociological Association,
NATFHE), breaking of scientific links (University of Johannesburg), and
silent individual boycotts.

Even if nobody intends this, it is foreseeable that in practice the eftects
of a boycott may include exclusions, opprobrium, and stigma against Jewish
Israeli academics who do not pass, or who refuse to submit to, one version or
another of a test of their ideological purity; similar treatment may be visited
upon those non-Israeli academics who insist on working with Israeli col-
leagues. There is a clear risk that an “institutional boycott,” if actually imple-
mented, would function as such a test.

‘While the boycott campaign ofters the precedent of the boycott against
apartheid South Africa as justification, there is a long history of boycotts
against Jews, including exclusions of Jews from universities.” The boycott
campaign is likely to resonate in Jewish collective memory in relation to
these specifically Jewish experiences.

PACBI is the “Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural
Boycott of Israel” What it hopes to achieve is stated in its name. It hopes
to institute an “academic boycott of Israel.” The small print concerning the
distinction between institutions and individuals is contradictory, unclear, and
small. It is likely that some people will continue to understand the term
“academic boycott of Israel,” in a common sense way, to mean a boycott of
Israeli academics.
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Appendix: Relevant excerpts from the ASA resolution and the PACBI
documents to which the resolution refers.

The ASA resolution states:

Whereas the American Studies Association is dedicated to the right of stu-
dents and scholars to pursue education and research without undue state
interference, repression, and military violence, and in keeping with the spirit
of its previous statements supports the right of students and scholars to intel-
lectual freedom and to political dissent as citizens and scholars;

It is resolved that the American Studies Association (ASA) endorses and will
honor the call of Palestinian civil society for a boycott of Israeli academic
institutions. It is also resolved that the ASA supports the protected rights of
students and scholars everywhere to engage in research and public speaking
about Israel-Palestine and in support of the boycott, divestment, and sanc-
tions (BDS) movement.”

The PACBI “Call for Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel” states the
following (which the ASA resolves to endorse and honor):

Since Israeli academic institutions (mostly state controlled) and the vast
majority of Israeli intellectuals and academics have either contributed directly
to maintaining, defending or otherwise justifying the above forms of oppres-
sion, or have been complicit in them through their silence...”®

PACBI guidelines ofter the following clarification (which the ASA implicitly
resolves to endorse and honor):

...as a general overriding rule, it is important to stress that virtually all Israeli
academic institutions, unless proven otherwise, are complicit in maintaining
the Israeli occupation and denial of basic Palestinian rights, whether through
their silence, actual involvement in justifying, whitewashing or otherwise
deliberately diverting attention from Israel’s violations of international law
and human rights, or indeed through their direct collaboration with state
agencies in the design and commission of these violations. Accordingly, these
institutions, all their activities, and all the events they sponsor or support
must be boycotted. Events and projects involving individuals explicitly repre-
senting these complicit institutions should be boycotted, by the same token.
Mere institutional affiliation to the Israeli academy is therefore not a suf-
ficient condition for applying the boycott.” M
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Boycott Bubkes:

The Murky Logic of the ASA’s
Resolution Against Israel

he American Studies Association is a relatively small

professional association of scholars, but suddenly it has

made an enormous impact on the public discussion of

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. On Dec. 16,2013, the ASA

endorsed an “academic boycott” of Israeli universities. It

was a victory for what is known as the BDS (boycott,
divestment, sanctions) movement, which began in 2005 but has been largely
unknown in the United States until now.

The vote totals themselves were small: The ASA claims roughly 5,000
members, and the vote was 827 yes, 382 no, 43 abstaining. (By contrast, the
Modern Language Association, of which I am immediate past president, has
nearly 30,000 members.) But in an important sense the ASA vote has been
productive, shattering an American taboo on discussions of whether to with-
draw support for Israel. In another sense the vote has put everyone on the
defensive: those who continue to support Israeli policies; those (like myself)
who oppose academic boycotts in principle; and, not least, the ASA leader-
ship itself, now experiencing a substantial (but entirely predictable) backlash
in the press.

128
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I do not see academic boycotts as a defensible strategy for pursuing social
justice. But I also think it is imperative to address weak arguments against the
ASA resolution.

The most important of these is the argument that the resolution is anti-
Semitic—in effect if not in intent. For almost 50 years, supporters of Israeli
policies have leveled the charge of anti-Semitism against critics. The charge
is so familiar it is easy to miss how inflammatory and bullying it is, implicitly
associating criticism of Israel or its policies with thousands of years of sys-
temic oppression leading to the Holocaust itself.

I know and admire many BDS supporters in academe. They are not
anti-Semites. The scholars known to me personally are people of principle
and integrity, many of whom have been persuaded to their current position,
in part, by pleas from the Israeli left. In 2009, for example, Neve Gordon
of Ben-Gurion University published an op-ed in the Los Angeles Times in
which he endorsed BDS on the grounds that there were no longer any
political forces within Israel itself capable of creating the conditions for a
viable two-state solution. Noting that nothing has stopped the building of
settlements in the occupied territories, or indeed the steady rightward drift
of Israeli politics, Gordon wrote, “I am convinced that (BDS) is the only way
that Israel can be saved from itself.”

One can argue that Gordon is mistaken; in the U.S., even Norman
Finkelstein, a dedicated and sometimes inflammatory critic of Israel, wants
nothing to do with BDS. But one cannot argue that Gordon is anti-Semitic.
Like many Israelis who oppose the occupation, he speaks out of what he
believes are the best interests of his country.

Critics of the resolution commonly ask why the ASA has singled out
Israel when China, Russia, the U.S. and many other nations all violate human
rights and international law. The standard response has been that the ASA
merely (as its resolution states) “endorses and will honor the call of Palestinian
civil society for a boycott of Israeli academic institutions.” This leaves unad-
dressed—and perhaps dishonored—long-standing calls from Tibetan civil
society for boycotts of China. BDS supporters counter that given the crucial
U.S. economiic, political and military support for Israel, U.S. citizens have a
moral responsibility for Isracli policies that they do not bear for Russian and
Chinese policies. I agree that the U.S. does have such a responsibility; but
this reply does not explain why an academic boycott is being proposed, as
opposed to, say, a more specific, targeted economic boycott of all products
manufactured in the territories, or something more like an endorsement of
the new European Union guidelines that prohibit grants, prizes or funding
from the EU to the settlements in the West Bank, East Jerusalem or the Golan
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Heights (and that, importantly, refuse to recognize those lands as part of the
state of Israel).

The logic of the BDS strategy is based almost wholly on the anal-
ogy to South Africa. Even if one accepts the claims of some that Israel is
an “apartheid state” (I would argue that this applies only to the occupied
territories), one would still have to come to terms with the fact that no
scholarly organization, anywhere in the world, ever endorsed an academic
boycott of South African universities. Many people, myself included, sup-
ported boycotts, sanctions and divestment in response to the illegitimacy of
South Africa’s apartheid regime. Based on the analogy with South Africa, the
logical strategy for expressing opposition to Israeli policies and conduct in
the occupied territories would be an economic and cultural boycott of the
occupied territories. The American Association of University Professors (on
whose Committee on Academic Freedom and Tenure [ serve) refrained from
endorsing an academic boycott of South Africa, just as it refuses to endorse
BDS today, on the grounds that such a boycott “undermines exactly the
freedoms one wants to defend, and it takes aim at the wrong target.”

The freedom the AAUP wants to defend, of course, is academic freedom;
but academic freedom is not well understood, even by academics. It entails a
delicate kind of intellectual autonomy, whereby professors are free to pursue
knowledge independently of the dictates of other interested parties. Without
it, academe as we know it (and should desire it) cannot function.

So does the ASA resolution infringe on academic freedom? The most
common pro-BDS reply is that the resolution targets institutions, not indi-
viduals, and therefore harms no one’s academic freedom. This is a meaningful
but murky distinction. It would not countenance a situation like the one
precipitated by British scholar Mona Baker in 2002, when she threw two
Israeli scholars off the editorial boards of two journals simply because they
were Israeli. At the same time, when it comes to the conditions in which
scholarship is produced, it can be very difficult in practice to maintain the
distinction between institutions and individuals. According to the guidelines
promulgated by the Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural
Boycott of Israel (PACBI), BDS covers “addresses and talks at international
venues by official representatives of Israeli academic institutions such as
presidents and rectors.” But according to the literary scholar Judith Butler,
a Columbia University professor and leading activist on behalf of BDS, any
Israeli academic who accepts funding from his or her university becomes a
“representative” of the institution: “Any Israeli, Jewish or not, is free to come
to a conference, to submit his or her work to a journal and to enter into
any form of scholarly exchange. The only request that is being made is that
no institutional funding from Israeli institutions be used for the purposes
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of those activities.” The ASA’s “Frequently Asked Questions” page, by con-
trast, states that Israeli scholars are permitted to attend the ASA or visit any
American campus even if they rely on Israeli university funding. And ASA
President Lisa Duggan said that even presidents of Israeli universities may
speak at the ASA if they are not representing their universities. So precisely
where there should be clarity, there is murk: No two people agree on what
“representative” means.

Clause 12 of the PACBI guidelines, by contrast, is crystal clear: BDS for-
bids “advising on hiring or promotion decisions at Israeli universities through
refereeing the work of candidates, or refereeing research proposals for Israeli
funding institutions. Such services, routinely provided by academics to their
profession, must be withheld from complicit institutions.” This is not targeted
at any specific persons, but there is simply no way this provision would not
affect individual scholars: If it were universally observed, anyone applying for
a position or a promotion at an Israeli university, or anyone overseeing a job
search or a tenure/promotion case at an Israeli university, would find him-
or herself shut out of the system of peer review by the entire international
scholarly community.

The uncertainty over who counts as “representatives” of Israeli institu-
tions is troubling; but academic freedom is very clearly undermined by clause
12, insofar as it would prohibit important forms of scholarly communication
between Israeli academics and the rest of the world. Nevertheless, BDS sup-
porters argue that academic freedom is either (a) somehow enhanced for
Palestinian scholars by boycotts targeting Israeli institutions or (b) not really
all that important in the grand scheme of things, and never mind (a).

I have not seen any coherent explanation of how a boycott of Israeli
institutions enhances academic freedom for Palestinian scholars. Much more
has been said about (b), as when BDS founder Omar Barghouti writes, “By
positing its particular notion of academic freedom as being of ‘paramount
importance, the AAUP effectively, if not intentionally, sharply limits the
moral obligations of scholars in responding to situations of serious violations
of human rights,” or when BDS supporter Sarah Roberts writes, “It 1s a
peculiar sort of academic elitism that puts academic freedom, a somewhat
abstract concept in itself, in a position of primacy before other types of very
real and tangible physical freedoms.”

It is remarkable how easily left-leaning professors can be cowed by the
charge of “elitism.” Academic freedom may be a freedom enjoyed only by
the few, as Barghouti and Lisa Taraki charge when they write, “The march
to freedom (may) temporarily restrict a subset of freedom enjoyed by only
a portion of the population.” But it is the raison d’etre of the American
Association of University Professors, and it should be the raison d’etre of
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every principled academic. When it is subordinated to allegedly more exi-
gent concerns, it simply dies. Whenever you make academic freedom con-
tingent on something else, you violate the principle that academic freedom
should not be subject to the dictates of church or state, political parties or
boards of trustees, corporate funders or irate parents—or even activists in
Palestinian civil society. Tellingly, BDS supporters tend to become aware of
this (as Roberts does later in her essay) when they speak of reprisals against
BDS supporters, which are real and intensifying, and which also threaten the
academic freedom to discuss BDS. Academic freedom, in short, is the very
condition of possibility for this debate.

And what, finally, are the goals of BDS? What would it take for the
ASA to declare “mission accomplished” and end the boycott (nonbinding on
individual members though it may be)? In the case of South Africa the pur-
pose was clear: an end to apartheid and peaceful regime change. And thanks
mostly to a determined South African resistance movement, it worked. But
the BDS endgame is deliberately unclear. Barghout, for his part, has made
it clear that his desire entails, “at minimum, ending Israel’s 1967 occupation
and colonization, ending Israel’s system of racial discrimination and respect-
ing the right of Palestinian refugees to return to their lands from which they
were ethnically cleansed during the 1948 Nakba.” At the same time, he insists
that the “BDS movement ... has consistently avoided taking any position
regarding the one-state/two-states debate.”

This allows BDS to practice a “big tent” politics, welcoming many dif-
ferent critics of Israeli policy. But it also puts moderate and liberal opponents
of the occupation in the position of supporting radicals who define “occupa-
tion” as “the existence of Israel as a Jewish state.” Just as handily, it allows
those radicals to pretend that opponents of BDS are on the wrong side of
history, supporters of Israeli crimes in the occupied territories and advocates
of apartheid, when in fact many of us are simply proponents of the two-state
solution who oppose the occupation as well as (to take a recent example)
Israel’s controversial “resettlement” of Bedouins in the Negev, which critics
have called a form of ethnic cleansing.

Even if the goals of BDS were clearer, an academic boycott would still
not constitute a defensible strategy for pursuing them. If supporters of BDS
took their own South African analogies seriously, they would support tar-
geted economic and political boycotts associated with specific Israeli actions
and policies, not academic boycotts of Israeli universities. The fact that they
do not—and that they misrepresent the ASA resolution as consonant with
the AAUP’s understanding of academic freedom—is revealing.

In this context, it s telling that the ASA refused to post on its website the
AAUP’s open letter opposing the resolution. The AAUP’s Journal of Academic
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Freedom had just published a number of pro-BDS essays (including one by
Barghouti), because the AAUP, understanding the importance of academic
freedom and open debate, welcomes and will publish critics of its positions
and policies; the ASA, while claiming that the AAUP letter was misleading,
could not bring itself to do so much as acknowledge a position contrary to
its own. That, I think, is the difference between a scholarly organization that
is firmly committed to the free and open exchange of ideas, and a scholarly
organization that has—to borrow the immortal words of Dick Cheney—
other priorities. [ am proud to be a member of the first of these. M

Note: This essay was first published in Ajazeera America. It is reprinted with
the permission of the author.
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The Boycott Debate at Smith

he American Studies Association’s call to boycott Israeli
academic institutions was denounced and rejected as
antithetical to the theory and practice of academic freedom
by over 200 College and University presidents across the
United States, but for some, it struck a discordant chord
that continues to reverberate through the halls of the
academy. The tone and content of the statement drafted by Smith College’s
new President, Kathleen McCartney, and posted on the College website
reflected the general thrust of the many statements published condemning
the boycott; thus it also, unsurprisingly, triggered a typical kind of backlash:

Smith College upholds the ideals of academic freedom and engagement
with global scholarship, scholars, research and ideas. The college rejects
the American Studies Association’s proposed boycott of Israeli univer-
sities and will continue to support our students and faculty in pursu-
ing opportunities in Israel and with their Israeli counterparts. In recent
years, such opportunities have included hosting Israeli scholars on our
campus for residencies in the U.S.; hosting summer Global Engagement
Seminars for our students in Jerusalem; and running a thriving Jewish
Studies program. Additionally, we are actively exploring the possibility of
faculty and student exchanges with Israel.

‘What appeared reasonable to some faculty seemed problematic to others
who raised objections both to the President’s right to define the College’s
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position without consulting the faculty and to the announced intention
to expand rather than diminish ties with Israeli scholarly institutions. In
response to critical emails she received, the President invited faculty on both
sides of the issue to a dinner and discussion. Not everyone could attend, but
nonetheless, all seated around her dining table said they were grateful for the
opportunity to talk to the President about her statement. No one at the din-
ner actually expressed any support for an academic boycott although some
suggested that economic pressure through divestment would be appropriate
to bring Israel’s occupation of West Bank lands to an end.

Partly because of student interest and a letter critical of the President’s
statement issued by the Justice for Palestine campus group, the Director of the
Global Studies Center, Greg White, organized a noontime panel discussion
of the ASA Boycott in a series called What is Happening Around The World,
or WHAW) as it is known on campus. The current chair of American Studies,
Michael Thurston, and Elliot Fratkin, from the Department of Anthropology,
spoke. Because I teach Middle East Politics, including one on the history of
the Middle East Conflict in the Department of Government, I was also asked
to contribute to the faculty-led discussion. What happened at the Smith dis-
cussion may serve as a cautionary tale for those who wish to see the Middle
East Conflict analyzed rather than politicized. Thomas Friedman may be cor-
rect in arguing that American campuses could very well become the staging
grounds for the Third Intifada, but he may be incorrect in claiming for it the
moral high ground or even the capacity to bring an end to this Conflict.

Michael Thurston began his remarks by noting that he was ambivalent
about the call for the boycott, but that it was important to remember why
the ASA passed its resolution. It was, he claimed, responding to “calls from
Palestinian civil society” to protect the academic freedom of its scholarly
community. He pitched his talk in what might be called the seductive lan-
guage of human rights, drawing analogies between the apartheid regime of
South Africa and what he seemed to take for granted as the politics of oppres-
sion practiced by Israel. He noted that charges were directed at Israel not only
for violations of international law but also for abusing the academic freedom
of Palestinian scholars. In response to the calls from a Palestinian academy
presumably besieged by a strong Israel state, the ASA’s decision could only
be viewed as an attempt to advance the cause of ideals that stand at the very
foundation of the American academy.

Thurston recalled, with nostalgia, his own participation in the 1980s
in campus campaigns aimed at dismantling South Africa’s apartheid sys-
tem. Coming of age politically in that movement disposed him to identify
the weak as possessed of a moral claim deserving of support. But while he
stressed the impetus for freedom embedded in the ASA resolution, he never
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mentioned its backing for the Palestinian “right of return” which not only
treats Israel as if the state possessed no sovereign legitimacy and hence no
right to shape its own immigration policies but also ofters support for a pol-
icy widely considered to constitute a demographic attack against the Jewish
state. While the aim of making Palestine whole is presumably not intended
to serve Palestinian interests but rather to advance the cause of human rights,
it compacts within itself both a massive ambiguity and a language about the
distribution of power, even if its flow is never fully acknowledged.

Thurston also never mentioned the percentage of Palestinian acade-
micians actually asking for the kind of boycott endorsed by the ASA. Sari
Nusseibeh, President of al-Quds University, opposes it and has forged all sorts
of exchange programs with Israeli universities. (One might note that almost
all Palestinian universities were founded after not before the Israeli conquest
of the West Bank in June 1967.) Nor did Thurston provide evidence to
suggest that Israeli occupation policies resemble the apartheid practices of
South Africa. Repeating the charge without interrogating it ought not to
strengthen its credibility.

‘Words matter, but so should facts, particularly in the academy where
condemnation by analogy—without a shred of evidence demonstrating that
the comparisons are apt and merited—ought to elicit skepticism, if not actual
scorn, particularly if simply asserted and left without supporting documenta-
tion. Words like “apartheid” turn Israel into the equivalent of South Africa
and an emblem of evil, injecting currency into a language that casts the
Jewish state and justice as totally disjunctive. Like Mark Antony’s funeral ora-
tion in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, Thurston’s remarks had to leave everyone
wondering why he was even “ambivalent” about the boycott.

Invoking apartheid to describe Israel’s West Bank policies, Elliot Fratkin
dismissed as disingenuous my own attempts to explain how the Oslo Accords
have divided political and security arrangements and restricted movements
of both Israeli citizens and residents ruled by the Palestinian Authority.
But while stating his opposition to academic boycotts, Elliot argued for a
divestment campaign that would bring attention to Israel’s occupation of
Palestinian lands. Without ever mentioning its highly contested status—of
which he was aware—he showed students a map endorsed by what many
label an anti-Semitic organization, SABEEL, to show what could only be
interpreted as a long history of Jewish thetfts of Palestinian lands. Elliot went
on to explain that he could not discuss the Middle East Conflict without
becoming emotional because he was brought up in a Jewish household that
stressed good deeds, and Israel’s conduct with regard to Palestinian refugees
embarrassed him as much as it humiliated this oppressed nation. Thus two
of the faculty presentations left students with the impression that the moral
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issues are clear, but without the knowledge that this clarity could only come
from a very selective rendering of the conflict’s history.

My own presentation was brief and, although it preceded the others, it
seems appropriate to summarize it as a way of showing the extent to which
this conflict is more talked about than fully understood.

Like many activists, scholars increasingly view the Middle East conflict
as enmeshed in longer historical processes, with Palestinians one of the many
victims of global power politics and imperialism. My own approach focuses
less on why the conflict occurred than on how it unfolded. The two per-
spectives lead in different directions. The question of “how” encourages an
examination of interactions and decisions that produced outcomes at certain
junctures, probing the many ways the available options were defined and
accounting for why some were chosen and others rejected. By contrast, the
search for the “why” of this conflict may have the appeal of identifying a
single cause, but it risks the distorting eftect of succumbing to political cliches
as a way of rendering judgment and apportioning blame.

Thus, I began by dismissing one long widely held assumption about the
Middle East Conflict: while it has existed for over a century since the 1880s,
it has changed its dynamics, and sometimes dramatically. It was not always
a Zionist/Palestinian confrontation, nor was it always clear that the fight
against founding a Jewish state in Palestine was intended to replace it with
Palestinian Arab sovereignty. Nor has the conflict remained static since the
almost half century of Israel’s occupation of the West Bank, nor even since
the Oslo Accords nor, one might venture to say, in the last several years.

[ turned, next, to reflect on the several questions that must be posed
as a result of the ASA resolution. First, I argued that one must ask: what
the boycott is trying to achieve? Second, I observed that it is important to
consider whether a boycott focusing on Israel’s educational institutions can
achieve any of its stated objectives? Is a boycott of Israeli universities likely to
contribute to establishing a Palestinian state? Is it reasonable to assume that
harming the country’s educational institutions will encourage Israelis or even
force them to change their beliefs in Jewish sovereignty as critical to their
security?

I noted that although Israel’s universities operate with budgets from the
government, they have been bastions of liberal political views. The Hebrew
University’s first president was Judah Magnes who helped organize the two
binational movements during Great Britain’s rule over Palestine. The univer-
sity’s most famous professor, Martin Buber, developed a liberating humanist
discourse that still shapes core philosophical discussions. Martin Buber also
attempted to establish a position at the university for peace studies just after
the 1929 Riots in Palestine killed so many people and threatened an end to
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the development of a Jewish National Home. Buber lost the battle, leaving
the designated professor—Hans Kohn—without an academic position until
Smith College’s History Department invited him to join its faculty. Leader of
the BDS movement, Omar Barghout, is enrolled in a doctorate program at
Tel Aviv and the university has protected him against all sorts of calls for his
ouster—because of its firm commitment to academic freedom.

Much would be lost in the study of the Middle East by shunning Israel’s
universities. There would be less knowledge of Palestinian society and his-
tory and certainly more ignorance about why Palestinians and Arabs lost
their battles to prevent the establishment of a Jewish state. And here is what
Smith would lose. One of our Global Studies Seminars on the Political and
Religious History of Jerusalem (which I helped create and teach) could not
have been taught without heavily relying upon Israel’s university system.

Traditionally, there were two sides to the Middle East Conflict, but,
currently only one—the Palestinian—receives the stamp of approval from a
significant number of academicians who proclaim themselves and the causes
they embrace as “progressive.”” In presenting their critiques, these academi-
cians are asking people to discard past judgments about the national rights of
the Jewish people as wrong-headed and for many, as inevitably implicated in
the moral evils of an unjust global order where nation states constitute the
legacy of once powerful but discredited empires.

For many in the academy, Israel has become shorthand for all manner
of problems and especially for the suffering of the Palestinians. Zionism, the
movement that founded the Jewish state and helped fashion its identity, has
become an omnibus term of abuse.

Justice for Palestinians and Israelis has long been viewed as residing in
the principle of two states for two peoples, a goal increasingly accepted in
the region, across the globe, and, not incidentally, by most of the inhabit-
ants of this overly promised land. However, because almost two decades of
negotiations have not produced an agreement on how to divide Palestine,
some academicians have mobilized around the idea of charging Israel with
sole responsibility for the stalemate and for the reason Palestinians have not
yet won their freedom.What is never mentioned is the number of times since
1936 Palestinians have rejected any proposal to share the land no matter the
percentages offered them.

The occupation is an open wound for both Palestinians and Israelis, but
like the conflict, itself, it has changed in the almost half century since the ter-
ritories were conquered. There are many more Jewish settlements, but there
is also a legitimate Palestinian authority dispensing justice and regulating the
economy in the West Bank. And what should not be forgotten or discounted
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is that this is a region now engulfed by instability, with violence extending its
reach to the very edges of the homes and lands of both these peoples.

Given these conditions we must ask: Can anyone guarantee that a Third
Intifada driven by the BDS movement on European and American campuses
will deem its goals fulfilled if it ends Israel’s occupation of Palestinian lands
and not Jewish sovereignty as it has repeatedly demanded? Does this, then,
alter the moral calculus? Is it reasonable to believe a campus campaign can
produce results that have eluded Palestinians and Israelis during their 20 years
of negotiating? Finally, an important question for scholars is whether or not
this kind of campus politics serves a useful purpose for the academy.

The feelings stirred up by the conflict between Palestinians and Israelis
are so volatile that examining it without taking sides is difficult, even within
the halls of the academy. But the terrible toll exacted by this hundred years’
war should command intellectual analysis not political advocacy. Politicians
posture and champion causes, teachers develop perspectives, generate critical
and thoughtful scrutiny, open up conversation, and produce understanding.
Properly practiced, the academic study of this conflict rights no wrongs, pro-
vides no political or social therapy, and configures no single moral compass
for what to do outside of the classroom.The classroom should not become a
battleground just as the lectern should not serve as a soapbox. The responsi-
bility of an engaged intellectual is to bring clarity and substance to the issues
probed. The deep attachment of Palestinians and Israelis to their national
identities and societies has exacted a high price, and the task for academicians
is not to condemn or praise one side or another but rather to explain why
an overwhelming majority of both populations seem prepared to pay these
costs and why Israelis and Palestinians cling so tenaciously to narratives that
lock them so tightly into confrontation. WHAW missed an opportunity to
demonstrate the importance of academic engagement with this conflict in all
its many manifestations. Instead, the event mirrored the typical campus dis-
cussion on the Middle East in displaying more passion than analytic rigor. M
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[slamism, BDS, and the West

n its website (www.bdsmovement.net) BDS ofters this

description of itself: “In 2005, Palestinian civil society

issued a call for a campaign of boycotts, divestment

and sanctions . . . against Israel until it complies

with international law and Palestinian rights. A truly

global movement against Israeli Apartheid is rapidly
emerging in response to this call” Omar Barghouti, a Palestinian whose
name has become closely linked with this movement, says in the New York
Times of February 2, 2014, that Israel is now “as terrified by the ‘exponential’
growth of the ... movement as it is by Iran’s rising clout in the region.”
Writing in the Washington Post of January 25, 2014, another supporter of the
movement,Vijay Prashad, cites last December’s vote in support of BDS by the
American Studies Association as further proof of the movement’s growing
success internationally. Israel may be irritated by BDS, but it is certainly not
threatened by it. The American Studies Association, intellectually lightweight
and politically toothless, is hardly the organization to have an impact in the
ongoing Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

Nevertheless, BDS has managed to score a few propaganda victories
against Israel. These days the ugly term “apartheid” tends to be mentioned
frequently in reference to Israel, even though everyone knows it is a false
comparison. In some circles, the linking of the two is now mandatory.
Academic and journalistic discussions of Israel these days also seem to be
dominated by just one theme: the Israeli occupation of Palestinian land and
how this occupation continues to make life miserable for the Palestinians.
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BDS propaganda may not sound like much, but as W. H. Auden realized in
January 1937 during his seven-week stay in Spain, propaganda could be key
in generating what he called the “intensity of attention” (qtd in Mendelson,
xvii). Indeed, BDS has managed to put Israel on the defensive, at least in some
academic circles. But the point here worth investigating is not so much what
BDS does but how it benefits from a sea change in the West’s intellectual life
and its subsequent and recent colonization by Islamism.

Prashad says the movement’s purpose is “to raise awareness of Palestinians’
lack of academic freedom,” but the movement’s website demands a lot more;
it wants Israel to comply with “international law and Palestinian rights.” The
implication of this last phrase is immense; in reality this means Israel cancelling
itself out. Supporters of this movement in the West borrow from the language
of democracy, human rights, and civil society to make their demands sound
reasonable. The movement’s supporters in the Middle East, however, see no
need for such borrowings; they still cling to the prevailing belief in the region
that Israel has to go; its elimination must be the ultimate goal. Barghouti and
Prashad complain about the supposed “lack of academic freedom” for the
Palestinians under Israeli control. People in the region outside Israel know
this is false. They know who really is oppressed. The following passage is from
Karima Bennoune’s recent book Your Fatwa Does Not Apply Here; it offers a
glimpse of what life is like in Gaza:

This is all part of the Hamas social agenda. The group’s violent acts
against Israelis have gained it the most press; its coercion of Palestinians is
much less discussed. Islamic clothing is required of girls in public schools,
even for the dwindling number of Christians. This is accomplished, Naila
recounts, not through Hamas written orders but rather through rumors
and fear mongering. While the organization might “deny that it had giv-
en such an order, it is enough that Hamas would give a small indication
here or there. Families would be afraid. The school administration would
be afraid. The order is implemented accordingly.” These fundamentalist
tactics are repeated in many places. (115)

The situation described by Paul Marshall and Nina Shea is even grim-
mer; in their monumental 2011 book, Silenced: How Apostasy and Blaspheny
Codes Are Chocking Freedom Worldwide, they document cruelties, impositions,
and practices that make for sad reading. In Saudi Arabia it is forbidden to say
“‘amputation of a hand of a thief or stoning of an adulterer . . . is not suitable
for this day and age (312).”” In October 2008, the Arab world’s greatest poet,
Adonis, was vilified by the Ministry of Culture, even called an “apostate”
by some, for saying in a speech in Algiers that Islamists had no right to
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impose their religion on society. Today Iran is a country where one can be
accused of a wide range of crimes, “including ‘friendship with the enemies
of God’ and ‘hostility towards friends of God, ‘fighting against God, ‘dis-
sension from religious dogma, ‘spreading lies’ and ‘propagation of spiritual
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liberalism.” Paul Marshal and Nina Shea continue, “In blasphemy cases in
Iran, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, and Sudan, the weight of testimony of a male
Muslim is worth more than that of a non-Muslim, and even more again if
the non-Muslim is a woman. On this basis, a simple accusation made against
a non-Muslim by a Muslim can be enough to secure a conviction (313).” As
horrifying as these examples are, they are of no concern to BSD people who,
to borrow a phrase from Paul Berman from a similar context, seem to have
learned “to avert their eyes from the accumulated consequences of Islamism
in practice” (Terror and Liberalism 113). So the question that needs to be raised
here is this: What makes this situation possible, where academics and even
non-academics in the West become fixated on the so-called “Palestinians’
lack of academic freedom™?

The answer can be gleaned from the reaction the late Christopher
Hitchens got in an American institution several thousand miles away
from America. In February 2009, Hitchens gave a lecture at the American
University of Beirut. The topic, chosen by the university, was “Who Are the
Real Revolutionaries in the Middle East?” Hitchens cited resistance to cleri-
cal rule in Iran, Egyptian secularists campaigning against Hosni Mubarak,
and the Lebanese effort to put an end to the Syrian occupation of the coun-
try. He also lauded the long-suffering Kurds for moving in the direction of
democracy and civil society in post-Saddam Iraq. Hitchens praised the then
Palestinian Prime Minister Salam Fayyad for addressing the question of cor-
ruption in the Palestinian Authority seriously.

It was a packed hall of students, journalists, and academics; many were
Americans. What was the response? “It was clear that a good number of
the audience . . . regarded me as some kind of stooge,” wrote Hitchens two
years later in the introduction to his brilliant collection of essays Arguably
(xvii). The Americans were adamant. Hitchens did not know what he was
talking about. True revolutionaries, he was told, were groups like Hamas
and Hezbollah; they alone in the region were prepared to fight back against
Zionism and imperialism.

There is something revealing in that response, not just because it was
made mostly by Americans at an American university; more important,
because it bore all the hallmarks of an ideological shift that had been taking
shape in the West since 1970s. It may have been started by the Palestinians,
but the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions movement owes its rise in the
West to this ideological transformation.You don’t have to be an academic to
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know how the rest of this narrative goes, for it has by now penetrated deep
into Western culture’s collective thinking. We encounter it on television, in
newspapers, in conferences, in high school and college class discussions, stu-
dent organizations, professional associations, and sometimes even in town hall
meetings. The real villain is the West, in particular the United States. Together
with Israel, they are out to impose their hegemony on the world, especially
in Arab- and Muslim-majority regions. As a colonial creation, Israel plays an
indispensable role in this dirty effort. Globalization is just a continuation of
that effort on the economic front. But the West is also employing a more
sinister and potent weapon, one with the specific task of contaminating and
colonizing and even obliterating non-Western cultures. This is called cultural
imperialism—a subject whose time has come even in freshman composition
classes. These people were telling Hitchens that resistance to Western domi-
nation was the only resistance that deserved to be called revolutionary; their
examples, not Hitchens’s, represented genuine voices of the oppressed. British
journalist Robert Fisk, foreign correspondent for the London Independent, is a
devoted fan of this view.

Fisk was in Afghanistan in December 2001 when the American-led effort
to rid the country of the Taliban and al-Qaeda began. At a refugee camp,
Fisk began with the Muslim greeting “salaam u aleikum.” He was attacked
instantly: “A small boy tried to grab my bag. Then another. Then someone
punched me in the back.Then young men broke my glasses, began smashing
stones into my face and head. I couldn’t see for the blood pouring down my
forehead and swamping my eyes.” In the Independent of December 8, 2001,
Fisk wrote, “My Beating by Refugees Is a Symbol of the Hatred and Fury of
This Filthy War.”

Fisk’s fellow journalist Nick Cohen was not surprised in the least by
Fisk’s reaction. In his timely 2007 book What’s Left? Cohen, columnist for
the London Observer, writes, “Even when Fisk was on the floor, battered and
bleeding and at his assailants’ mercy, guilt rather than fear overwhelmed him”
(272). Why guilt, not fear? Because the idea of guilt is central to the kind of
thinking that Fisk has embraced. Fisk is in the grip of this thinking; it is his
ideological blueprint for deciding what positions to take, what notions to
support, who to attack, who to praise. Fisk saw in this little attack something
big and ugly; instantly, he saw images of imperialistic hubris, of plunder, of
cultural subversion and domination, of the white man waging aggression
against a defenseless and brutalized people, and he needed no time to con-
nect the dots to himself as a white man from the West and decide that he not
only was implicated by the West’s colonial past but also was responsible for
it. Fisk saw in his own face the face of imperialism—a white face, a familiar
face, a face that made him feel guilty because it was a white man’s face.
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Fisk’s rationalization is emphatic about that: “I understood. I couldn’t blame
them for what they were doing. In fact, if I were the Afghan refugees of Kila
Abdullah ... T would have done just the same to Robert Fisk. Or any other
Westerner I could find.”

Western culture has always been in the healthy habit of looking at itself
critically. One could argue that the whole project of modernism was just
that: a prolonged and rigorous effort to subject the culture’s values and prac-
tices to debate. Indeed, the best criticism of Western culture is made, not
by its detractors, most notably Islamism, but by Western culture itself. Fisk’s
example, however, is not that kind of criticism, something dialectic and non-
partisan. Fisk’s is a condemnation of the West. Fisk’s criticism, if it can even
be called that, is the product of a particular cast of mind, a cast of mind
that today occupies center stage in the West’s intellectual life. Undermining
and undercutting the West is its priority. The result is that, as Terry Eagleton
reminds us, the West has “disarmed [itself] in the face of those fundamental-
isms, both within and without, which are too perturbed by other people’s
anti-metaphysical eagerness.” The most the West can do now is offer “no
more than a culturalist apologia for its actions—"this is just what we white
Western bourgeois happen to do, take it or leave it”” (74). The achievements
of the Enlightenment are now routinely the subject of ridicule and attack
in academic and journalistic circles. Even the claim that “science and reason
are somehow superior to magic and witchcraft,” writes education historian
Diane Ravitch, is now considered by many to be simply “the product of
EuroAmerican ethnocentrism,” whose aim has always been “to establish the
dominance of European forms of knowledge” over non-Europeans (283).
This revolutionary project that liberated humanity from the monarch and
the feudal lord, from the tyranny of unverifiable claims, from fear of the
unknown, and gave ordinary people a sense of dignity and revitalized soci-
ety with such things as representative government, sexual freedom, gender
equality, and the spread of scientific knowledge: this project is now generally
derided in Christopher Hitchens’s memorable words as “white” and “oppres-
sive” (Hitch 22: A Memoir 280). Enlightenment, it is now argued, was a curse;
rather than setting us free, it enslaved us. “The Port Huron Statement,” the
founding document of the 1960s left, reduced life in the West into a series of
ugly paradoxes dominated by one theme: “men . . . [tolerating] meaningless
work and idleness” (Hayden 562).The opening statement sounded the alarm
and hinted at what was to come: “We people of this generation, bred in at
least modest comfort, housed now in universities, look uncomfortably to the
world we inherit” (561).

Reason and its accomplishments were now the problem. Where once
culture was understood as an affirmation of universal values, and in Steven
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Pinker’s apt phrase “a tool for living” (68), it has now become an affirma-
tion of tribal loyalties, more grandly called identity politics. Historian Niall
Ferguson has shown that the reason why the Western way of life has become
“a kind of template for the way the rest of the world .. . [aspires] to organize
itselt” is because for the last 500 years or so most major developments in
science, politics, architecture, social life, and economy have come largely from
the West, and that this domination has been accomplished “more by the word
than by the sword” (5). But the view the universities promote these days is
very different. Ignoring the fact that cultures when in contact shamelessly
borrow from one another and that some cultures, in Pinker’s words, “can
accomplish things that all people want (like health and comfort) better than
others” (67), our academic fundamentalists never seem to get tired of bashing
Western culture. It is this dim-witted way of thinking that has been a major
factor in helping BDS flourish in the West.

No book, to my mind, has been more instrumental in popularizing
this form of fundamentalism than Edward Said’s Orientalism. From the start,
the book’s sloppiness and weaknesses were there for everyone to see, as
Robert Irwin has so meticulously documented in For the Lust of Knowing:
The Orientalists and their Enemies. Clive James calls Orientalism, appropriately,
“damagingly superficial” and makes this necessary corrective: “the great
European students of foreign cultures were all humanists before they were
imperialists, and often defended the first thing against the second, out of love
and respect” (652). Nevertheless, the book went on to become an instant
academic bestseller. The book was published in 1978. Three years later, I
came to this country to pursue graduate studies in English. I have to say I
had never seen anything like it. To borrow a phrase of Bernard Shaw’s from
another context, Orientalism was here, Orientalism was there, Orientalism
was everywhere. In class discussions and conference papers, Said’s book had
the final say; its style of thinking was not to be questioned. Everyone seemed
to proceed according to the book’s blueprint: it was nearly mandatory for
certain things to be said; it was also nearly mandatory for certain other things
not to be said. The book had arrived at the right time. The 1960’ rebels had
now grown and entered the cultural sphere as shapers of ideas. Said’s book
spoke to them, vindicated their causes, helped them formulate their thoughts
and positions better, helped them become a little more engaged with the
world, even though their knowledge about the world remained abysmal. But
then Said had told them knowledge was to be suspected, since its arrange-
ments and accumulations were supposed to be mostly the result of Western
exploitation and domination.

Had the book appeared, say, in the 1940s, it would have gone largely
unnoticed. As Arthur Miller states in his autobiography Timebends, America
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was then a country where people had faith and confidence in its values and
energies (184-85). But, in 1978, American intellectual life had all but lost
faith in America. Leftism, which was now redefining itself as the Cultural Left,
saw in Said’s book a reflection of its own thoughts and positions. And Said’s
thesis helped Leftism enlarge its criticism. It wasn’t just America that was
the problem; it was the whole Western experiment in civilization. Because
of its cultural and strategic ties to the West, Israel too came in for the same
criticism.

Said described orientalism as “a Western style for dominating, restruc-
turing, and having authority over the Orient.” The book’ purpose was “to
show that European culture gained in strength and identity by setting itself
oft against the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self” (3).
Said even included this vulgar sentence: “It is therefore correct that every
European, in what he could say about the Orient, was consequently a rac-
ist, an imperialist, and almost totally ethnocentric” (11). Said wrote these
words in 1978—a time when the region he discusses the most as the victim
of Western arrogance, the Middle East, was awash with nasty totalitarian-
ism of both the Islamist and the Arab nationalist kind. This was a region
where one could get executed, in public in some cases, simply for hold-
ing certain political beliefs. This was a region where most people were not
allowed to have a passport, where censorship made sure no word from the
outside came in, and where, in Saddam’s Iraq, for example, one was not even
allowed to own a typewriter. They were all nasty regimes, but Saddam’s was
the nastiest. Said, however, was not interested. As Kanan Makiya writes in his
Cruelty and Silence, Said’s Orientalism insisted one ought to be silent about
the likes of Saddam; it also encouraged the Arab masses not to examine their
own stereotypes of the West; Orientalism thus made “Arabs feel contented
with the way they” were (319). They could now blame their failures on the
West; they could now describe all criticism of their actions as a new form of
colonial intervention. They could now put the West on the defensive. Even
the Islamists in Anzar Nafisi’s memoir, Reading Lolita in Tehran, know the
value of quoting and appropriating Said (290). When in casual conversation
Christopher Hitchens tried to find out how his one-time friend would fare
under the Islamist or Arab nationalist rule, Said brushed the question aside;
he simply could not bring himself to condemn Arab and Islamist cruelties as
things in themselves. The United States was his ultimate horizon in all mat-
ters political and cultural; he could only condemn such cruelties if they could
be blamed on America. So in Said’s universe someone like Kanan Makiya,
for daring to expose Saddam’s cruelties, deserved to be attacked and called
names. When at Hitchens’s urging The Nation considered publishing Makiya,
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Said called the editors to complain, implying that the Iraqi was “a paid agent,
even a traitor” (Hitch-22 396).

Said’s ideas were not new to me. In Iraq, where I spent the first 25 years
of my life, the West was very much on everyone’s mind. During the hey-
day of Arab nationalism, the 1950s and 1960s in particular, the West, which
invariably meant the United States, was depicted mostly in Said’s favorite
terms: imperialistic, hegemonic, and racist. Said could not bring himself to say
anything bad about the Soviet Union. He told the visiting Hitchens, “I have
never publicly criticized the Soviet Union. It’s not that I terribly sympathize
with them or anything—it’s just that the Soviets have never done anything to
harm me or us” (Hitch-22 386).

This was also the Arab nationalist line that was drilled into our heads at
school, in the media, and even at the mosque. Up until the end of Saddam’s
rule, no one could pass a history or sociology or philosophy class without
showing serious commitment to this totalitarian mindset; Saddam’s Ba’thism
even introduced us to the Leninist idea of political correctness. In public,
everyone pretended to be on board, but in private there was no shortage of
biting satire against the orthodoxy. One can easily imagine Said not to have
been among the satirists.

Said’s Orientalism and Western culture’s war against itself shielded Arab
tyrannies from criticism, but the book and the war also paved the way for
something else: the intellectual colonization of the West by Islamism. That
in turn boosted the fortunes of BDS. Terrible things would be said about
Israel, but Islamism, much to its delight and disbelief, would be immune
from scrutiny. It would be welcomed and championed as the voice of the
oppressed and those opposing it—including non-Islamist Muslims—would
be attacked as supporters of imperialism and racism. That Islamism did not
believe in thinking for oneself, that Islamism was sexist through and through,
that its agenda was totalitarian, that it was the sworn enemy of the life of the
mind—none of that mattered. Leftism was ready to bestow its seal of approval
upon it. The year 1989 was a watershed for Islamism: this was the start of a
campaign that would in less than a decade give Islamism an important say in
Western societies’ internal affairs.

That year Salman Rushdie published a novel, The Satanic Verses. Islamism
had been in power in Iran for nearly a decade, but what a decade! The Iranian
Revolution started out as a non-religious revolution, both in character and
direction. But, as so often happens with revolutions, this one too was soon
hijacked. Islamists were eager to shed blood and managed the takeover with
ease. Khomeini demanded the execution of “several thousands” and he
wanted their executions to be carried out in public (Nafisi 93). Executions
would become the country’s national spectacle for weeks. By 1989, however,
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the Islamic Revolution had reason to worry. The war with Iraq had lasted
eight years. Iranian dead were approaching a million. Scores of cities had been
devastated. The country was on the verge of economic collapse. The situation
in Iraq was not much better; the economy remained afloat only through a
massive infusion of cash from Persian Gulf countries fearful of a Khomeini
victory. Khomeini was desperate. The war was supposed to make him the
Middle East’s undisputed superpower; it was supposed to help export his
revolution all the way to Israel and beyond; it was supposed to help topple
Saddam Hussein. Now there was only defeat. He had to agree to a ceasefire
with Saddam, even though this was, in Khomeini’s own words, like drinking
“a cup of poison” and losing “honor before God.” Rushdie’s novel could
not have come at a better time. On February 14, 1989, Khomeini issued his
infamous fatwa demanding the author’s head.

This was a calculated strategic decision. It came at a time when the West
was at its most vulnerable. Having lost confidence in itself, the West was in
no position to defend itself. Luckily for Khomeini, Western Leftism was eager
to lend a helping hand. The familiar excuses were made: Khomeini’s was the
voice of the oppressed. A great religion had been insulted. The West, with
its history of aggression against Islam, was implicated in this one too. The
Marxist journalist John Berger spoke for many, when he held Rushdie—not
the Ayatollah—responsible for the deaths that followed. Others went even
further, arguing that Rushdie had provided justification for racism against
Muslims in the West. The late Susan Sontag, that year’s PEN president, found
some members not even willing to sign off on a resolution condemning the
fatwa and reaffirming commitment to freedom of expression. Something
new was in the making: Leftism had begun an alliance with Islamism.

Here was a reactionary cleric, not from the West and with no legal
authority over any citizen of the West, demanding that a British subject be
killed, not tried, for writing a novel. Khomeini lost the war against Iraq, but
he was now poised to win the war against the West. At this juncture, the
Shiite-Sunni split did not matter. Islamism needed a voice, and Khomeini
provided it. In the years to come there would be other voices, but for now
Khomeini’s was sufficient.

Khomeini’s fatwa was not just an Islamist attack on a single author. It was
much more potent than that. It initiated a campaign that would eventually
help Islamism become an important player in the West. The fatwa was an
attack on the West, on the standards and beliefs that the West itself had been
trying to undermine and discredit for some time. The fatwa was the first of
many steps Islamism would take to put the West under a permanent state of
self-censorship. The fatwa was issued in 1989. In February 2009, Christopher
Hitchens would write in vanityfair.com,“a hidden partner in our cultural and



150 SABAH A. SALIH

academic and publishing and broadcasting world: a shadowy figure that has,
uninvited, drawn up a chair to the table. He never speaks. He doesn’t have
to. But he is very well understood. The late playwright Simon Gray was
alluding to him when he said that Nicholas Hunter, the head of London’s
National Theatre, might put on a play mocking Christianity but never one
that questioned Islam.”

In his best-selling 2010 book The Flight of the Intellectuals, America’s
foremost liberal intellectual Paul Berman examines how this particular cast
of mind has found its way into mainstream US academic and journalistic
discourse, and arrives, correctly I must say, at this bleak conclusion: “Here is
a reactionary turn in the intellectual world—led by people who, until just
yesterday, I myself had always regarded as the best of the best” (264). Berman
cites in particular the joint effort by two well-connected liberal writers, Ian
Buruma and Timothy Garton Ash, to discredit and vilify a liberal exile from
Somalia, Ayaan Hirsi Ali. Why? Because she decided to write critically about
tribal and religious cruelties in her native Somalia, just as Kanan Makiya did
in 1993 about Iraq under Saddam. For that, Makiya found himself attacked
by Edward Said in some very unscholarly and ungentlemanly ways. Said
is not around anymore, but there is no shortage of people who had been
persuaded by his ideas about Islam and the West. They are now attacking
Ayaan Hirsi Ali in the same way Said attacked Makiya. Buruma and Garton
Ash have called Ayaan Hirsi Ali “totalitarian” and “fundamentalist” and other
such things; Newsweek’s Lorraine Ali has gone several steps further; in the
February 26, 2007, edition, she calls Ayaan Hirsi Ali “a bomb thrower.” In
2014, Brandeis oftered, then withdrew, an offer for her to be the year’s com-
mencement speaker. In her book Nomad, Ayaan Hirsi Ali describes what it
was like to grow up under a religion that preached violence against infidels
and free thinkers. She says the West has its problems, but that she prefers the
West to the world of Islam, citing in particular the West’s respect for the life
of the mind.

Now, contrast this contemptuous treatment of Ayaan Hirsi Ali with the
highly favorable treatment the Islamist Tariq Ramadan regularly receives in
the West. Here’s a man who is in the grip of dogma, a man (though an aca-
demic) who trades in superstition, a man for whom any criticism of Islam,
Allah, or the Koran amounts to an unpardonable offense against the faith,
a man who has committed and subordinated himself totally to this faith, a
man whose style of living and outlook on life is determined exclusively by
this totality, a man who believes the Koran to be the literal word of God,
a man whose father and grandfather were the backbone of the Muslim
Brotherhood, a man who, as Berman states, “writes prefaces for the collected
fatwas of Sheikh al-Qaradawi”(trn.com May 29 2007)—and yet, this man is
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Buruma’s kind of man; this man is Garton Ash’s kind of man. Read just one
page from Ramadan’s book In the Footsteps of the Prophet and you will see
how hopelessly out of touch this Islamist is with the life of the mind. Here
is an academic at a Western university who is not troubled giving currency
to Islamic absurdities, like angels performing two open-heart surgeries on
Mohammed. Non-Islamist Muslims find such things too foolish even to joke
about. It is a sad day for Western culture when its opinion shapers denigrate
those who stand for secularism and rationality and applaud those who stand
for damaging and obsolete ideas that, in Sam’s Harris’s words, “divide one
group of human beings from another” (277).

Al-Jazeera television’s Yusuf al-Qaradawi is Ramadan’s idol. Consider
what this spiritual leader of the Muslim Brotherhood is in the habit of saying.
In July 2004, he tells a British television interviewer that Islam does “not
require a war against . . . homosexuals.”” But on Al-Jazeera’s Arabic service,
commonly referred to in the Middle East as “The Brotherhood Channel,” he
describes gays as “sexual perverts” who must be punished harshly by being
thrown from a high building (qtd. in Bennoune 17). In the West we are led
to believe that this foul-mouthed cleric is the so-called Muslim world’s most
popular preacher. This is a myth. It is created by the likes of Ramadan and
given second-hand currency by the West, especially by those who realize
it is much safer to attack the likes of Ayaan Hirsi Ali than to be critical of
Ramadan or Qaradawi. But in the Middle East the narrative is exactly the
opposite. Ramadan and Qaradawi are considered to belong to the Middle
Ages—people rendered obsolete by the spread of knowledge, representative
government, civil society, and feminism. As one elderly woman in my fam-

ily—and, yes, a Muslim—said recently, “These people have been trying to
persuade the West that the majority of Muslims think of nothing else but
their religion.” She asked in disbelief, “Doesn’t the West realize that most
of us have no time anymore for religion except when tragedy strikes?” The
common view is that Qaradawi and Ramadan are nativists whose views and
ideas are simply too parochial and too limited to be of use in the modern
world. Ayaan Hirsi Ali, not Tariq Ramadan or Qaradawi, is the big hero there.
Buruma and Garton Ash and their compatriots need to realize that Muslim-
majority countries are not a sea of mosque-goers or Koran readers. They
also need to realize that challenging orthodoxy has always been part of their
world. Here’s the Middle East’s most revered poet, Omar Khayyam writing
in the eleventh century:

The Koran! Well, come put me to the test—
Lovely old book in hideous error dressed—
Believe me, I can quote the Koran too,
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The unbeliever knows his Koran best.

And do you think that unto such as you,
A maggot-minded, starved, fanatic crew,
God gave the Secret, and denied it me?—
Well, well, what matters it! Believe that too.
(stanzas 24-25)

If today figures like Ramadan are in ascendancy in the West, it is because
the West has put the likes of Khayyam and Ayaan Hirsi Ali under an embargo.
Buruma and Garton Ash may think they are championing the oppressed, but
in the Middle East they are seen as stooges of Islamism; some even accuse
them of being part of a campaign by the West to impose Islamism on them.
The understanding is that Islamism would be a lot easier for the West to
handle than governments committed to fairness, accountability, and women’s
and minority rights. No doubt, by bestowing intellectual respectability upon
the bearers of dogma, the West has allowed Islamism to prosper in the West;
more important, this in turn has emboldened Islamism to try to invade the
Middle East and market itself as the only viable alternative to bad government.
Furthermore, the reactionary turn in the West’s intellectual life has enabled
Islamism to accomplish in the West what it has failed to accomplish in most
Muslim-majority countries; it has managed to make virtually all criticism of
Islam and Islamism unsayable. It is a very sad day for the world when one can
subject Islam and Islamism to scrutiny in Muslim-majority countries but not
in the liberal West. It is this ideological shift in the West’s character, this intel-
lectual assault on its achievements, this obsession with America as the world’s
ultimate villain that has led to the rise of Islamism and its surrogate, BDS. In
2006, Martin Amis returned to England after living in South America for two
years. The most revolting change in his country, he wrote in the Independent,
was “the sight of middle-class white demonstrators waddling around under
placards saying, “We Are All Hezbollah Now.”Why are we not surprised? Il
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MITCHELL COHEN

Anti-Semitism and the Left
That Doesn’t Learn

determined offensive 1s underway. Its target is in the

Middle East, and it is an old target: the legitimacy of

Israel. Hezbollah and Hamas are not the protagonists,

the contested terrains are not the Galilee and southern

Lebanon or southern Israel and Gaza. The means are not

military. The offensive comes from within parts of the

liberal and left intelligentsia in the United States and Europe. It has nothing

to do with this or that negotiation between Israelis and Palestinians, and it has

nothing to do with any particular Israeli policy. After all, this or that Israeli

policy may be chastised, rightly or wrongly, without denying the legitimacy

of the Jewish state, just as you can criticize an Israeli policy—again, rightly or

wrongly—without being an anti-Semite.You can oppose all Israeli settlements

in the occupied territories (as I do) and you can also recognize that Benjamin

Netanyahu, not just Yasser Arafat, was responsible for undermining the Oslo

peace process without being an anti-Semite or anti-Zionist. You don’t have

to be an anti-Semite or anti-Zionist to think that some American Jewish
organizations pander to American or Israeli right-wingers.

The assault today is another matter. It is shaped largely by political atti-

tudes and arguments that recall the worst of the twentieth-century left. It

is time to get beyond them. But let me be clear: I am “left.” I still have no

156
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problem when someone describes me with the “‘s” word—socialist—although
I don’t much care if you call me a social democrat, left-liberal, or some other
proximate term. My “leftism” comes from a commitment to—and an ethos
of—democratic humanism and social egalitarianism.

What I care about is the reinvention of the best values of the historical
left—Ilegacies of British Labour, of the Swedish Social Democrats, of Jean
Jaures and Léon Blum in France, of Eduard Bernstein and Willy Brandt in
Germany, of what has always been the relatively small (alas!) tribe in the
U.S. associated with names like Eugene V. Debs, Norman Thomas, Michael
Harrington, and Irving Howe. It’s not so much a matter of political programs,
let alone labels, as it is of political sensibility. I care about finding a new basis
for that old amalgam of liberty, equality, and solidarity, a basis that makes sense
for our “globalizing age.” But I also want a left that draws real, not gestural,
conclusions from the catastrophes done in the name of the left in the 20th
century.

There is a left that learns and there is a left that doesn’t learn. I want the
left that learns to inform our Western societies (a difficult task in George W.
Bush’s America) and to help find ideas that actually address poverty in what
used to be called the third world—rather than romanticizing it.

After 1989, the left that doesn’t learn was in retreat. It was hushed up
by the end of all those wretched communist regimes, by images broadcast
worldwide of millions in the streets demanding liberation from dictatorships
that legitimized themselves in left-wing terms.You know who I mean by the
left that never learns: those folks who twist and turn until they can explain or
‘understand’ almost anything in order to keep their own presuppositions—or
intellectual needs—intact. Once some of them were actual Leninist; now
they more regularly share some of Leninism’s worst mental features—often
in postmodern, postcolonial, or even militantly liberal guise. Sometimes they
move about on the political spectrum, denouncing their former selves (while
patting their moral backs).You can usually recognize them without too much
difficulty: same voice, that of a prosecuting commissar, even if their tune
sounds different. It’s a voice you can often hear as well in ex-communists
turned neoconservative.

Their explanations, their “understandings,” often rewrite history or rei-
magine what is in front of their eyes to suit their own starting point. Since
their thinking usually moves along a mental closed circuit, it is also the end
point. Sometimes it is an idea, sometimes a belief system (which they refuse
to recognize in themselves), sometimes really a prejudice, and sometimes just
ambition. Goblins were often part of the story for the older left that never
learned, and so too is the case today. If things don’t work out as you know they
must, some nefarious force must lurk. After all, the problem couldn’t possibly
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be your way of thinking, or your inability to see the world afresh, or that you
got something very wrong in the past. No, it is much easier to announce
that you, unlike anyone who could disagree with you, engage in ‘critical’
thinking. And if your critical thinking is criticized in any way, denounce your
foe immediately for “McCarthyism.” Pretend that your denunciation is an
argument about the original subject of dispute. That’s easier than answering
any of the criticism.

Consider the collateral damage done by such cries of “McCarthyism”
from professors with lifetime job security: their students will never under-
stand the evils of McCarthyism. Consider how an understanding of the evils
of McCarthyism is subverted when its characteristic techniques—innuendo,
for example—are used by opinionated journalists in magazines with wide
circulations. Take, for instance, the case of Adam Shatz, once literary editor
of The Nation and now with the London Review of Books. He published
an article half a year before the beginning of the Iraq war suggesting that
people around Dissent were busy hunting for a “new enemy” following the
end of the cold war, and that they found it in a combination of militant Arab
nationalism and Saddam Hussein.

“Though rarely cited explicitly,” Shatz also explained, “Israel shapes
and even defines the foreign policy views of a small but influential group
of American liberals” (The Nation, September 23, 2002). In other words,
these liberals composed the Israel lobby within the left, and they sought the
American war in Iraq for the sake of the Jewish state. True, Shatz didn’t hold
up a file and say,“I have a list of names of liberals who are really dual loyalists.”
Instead he pointed to Paul Berman “and like-minded social democrats,” even
though the overwhelming majority of Dissent’s editorial board including co-
editor Michael Walzer was opposed to the war.

Shatz didn’t deign to engage any of Berman’s actual points. And those
Berman advanced in the actual run-up to the Iraq invasion did not focus
on Israel, but on liberalism, democracy, and totalitarianism. Arguments made
by the author of the words you now read, who was a left hawk (and is now
an unhappy one), likewise had nothing to do with Israel and were differ-
ent—significantly so—from those made by Berman. Nothing that appeared
in Dissent before or after Shatz’s article lends credence to his innuendos.

II.

History may not progress but sometimes it regurgitates. Over the last decade,
a lot of the old junk has come back. The space for it opened for many rea-
sons. They range from the sad failures of the social-democratic imagination
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in the era of globalization to the postmodern and postcolonial influence in
universities to George W. Bush’s ascendancy with its many, many miserable
consequences (not only in Iraq). The left that never learns often became the
superego of the twentieth century’s left. Its attempt to play that same role in
the twenty-first century needs to be frustrated.

Nothing exemplifies the return of old junk more than the ‘new’ anti-
Semitism and the bad faith that often finds expression in the statement: “I
am anti-Zionist but not anti-Semitic.” The fixation on Israel/Palestine within
parts of the left, often to the exclusion of all other suffering on the globe,
ought to leave any balanced observer wondering:What is going on here? This
fixation needs demystification.

In theoretical terms, anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism are pretty easy
to distinguish. Anti-Semitism is a form of race or national prejudice that
crystallized in the nineteenth century. In part, it displaced or reinvented anti-
Jewish religious prejudice (although centuries of religious prejudice easily
wafted into racial and national bigotry). Its target was clearly Jews, not simply
“Semites.” It also, for some, mixed matters up further by identifying Jews
with capitalism. Sadly, this became a steady feature within parts of the left that
would later, habitually, conflate Jews, capitalism, and Zionism. Oddly enough,
that is also what Jewish neoconservatives have tried to do in recent decades.

Anti-Zionism means, theoretically, opposition to the project of a Jewish
state in response to the rise of anti-Semitism. Let’s be blunt: there have been
anti-Zionists who are not anti-Semites, just as there have been foes of aftir-
mative action who are not racists. But the crucial question is prejudicial over-
lap, not intellectual niceties.

Remember the bad old days, when parts of the left provided theoretical
justifications of things like “democratic dictatorship.” In fact, if you under-
stood—especially if you bought into—all sorts of assumptions and especially
Leninist definitions, the justification works. Any professor of political theory
can construct it for you and it will make pertfect theoretical sense. But if you
lived in a “democratic dictatorship,” it was intellectual poison. It was also
poison if you were committed to the best values of the left.

They are again at stake when we ask: To what extent does much anti-
Zionism replicate the mental patterns of anti-Semitism? And to what extent
do demagogic articulations of anti-Zionism enhance anti-Semitism? There
is a curious thing about anti-Semitism, and it was captured in a remark by
British novelist [ain Pears that ought to be quoted and re-quoted these days:
“anti-Semitism is like alcoholism. You can go for 25 years without a drink,
but if things go bad and you find yourself with a vodka in your hand, you
can’t get rid of it.” (International Herald Tribune, August 11,2003).
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Much may be gleaned from the fact that the recent campaign by some
British academic unions to boycott Israel was thwarted because it was found
to violate anti-discrimination laws.

Last year, Denis MacShane, British Labour Parliament Member, chaired a
committee of parliamentarians and ex-ministers that investigated rising anti-
Semitism in Britain and beyond. “Hatred of Jews has reached new heights
in Europe and many points south and east of the old continent,” he wrote
recently in a very brave article in the Washington Post (September 4, 2007).
He describes a wide array of incidents. “Militant anti-Jewish students fueled
by Islamist or far-left hate” seek on campuses “to prevent Jewish students
from expressing their opinions.” There is “an anti-Jewish discourse, a mood
and tone whenever Jews are discussed, whether in the media, at universities,
among the liberal media elite or at dinner parties of modish London. To
express any support for Israel or any feeling for the right of a Jewish state to
exist produces denunciation, even contempt.”

MacShane points out that this sort of behavior is distinct from specific
disputes about this or that Israeli politician. Criticism, the investigatory com-
mittee “made clear,” was “not off-limits.” Rightly so; the same should be
true with the policies and oftice- holders of every government on the globe.
But MacSchane also warns that something else has been going on, that old
demons are reawakening and that “the old anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism
have morphed into something more dangerous.” The threat, he says elo-
quently, doesn’t only concern Jews or Israel, but “everything democrats have
long fought for: the truth without fear, no matter one’s religion or political
beliefs.”

‘What is “truth without fear” when we speak of the relation between
anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism? Is it to be found in the late Tony Judt’s
declaration to the New York Times that “the link between anti-Zionism and
anti-Semitism is newly created”? (January 31, 2007). How a historian—or
anyone else—could assert this is astonishing. Consider what it airbrushes out
of the twentieth century—the anti-Semitic binge of Stalin’s later years, just
for starters.

And surely Judt, who was based at New York University and took
what turned into obsessive anti-Zionist campaigning to the Ecole Normale
Supérieure in ParisNYU’ Remarque Center, which defines its goal as “the
study and discussion of Europe, and to encourage and facilitate communica-
tion between Americans and Europeans” is opening a center there and Judt,
its director, planned, according to its website, to inaugurate it not with an
address European or French politics or transatlantic relations but rather: “Is
Israel Still Good for the Jews?” recalls the arrests and assassinations of the
leading Jewish cultural figures of Soviet Russia on the grounds that they were
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“Zionist agents of American imperialism.” Surely a historian of Europe like
Judt—who was once a hard leftist but then rose to intellectual celebrity in
the United States in the 1980s (that is, during the Reagan era) by attacking
all French Marxists for not facing up to Stalinism—recalled the charges of
“Zionist conspiracy” against Jewish communists who were victimized in the
Czech purge trials in the early 1950s.

If he didn’t recall them when he spoke to the New York Times, he might
have checked them out in his own book Postwar: A History of Europe Since
1945. There he cites Stalin’s secret police chief, Lavrenti Beria, urging Czech
Communists to investigate the “Zionist plot” among their comrades. Surely a
historian of Europe, especially one who referred to himself as an “old leftist,”
recalled the campaign in 1967 and 1968 to cleanse Poland of “Zionist” fifth
columnists (I suppose they were the Israel Lobby of the Polish Communist
Party). If Judt didn’t recall it when he talked to the New York Times, he might
again have looked at his own book, which cites Polish Communist chief
Wladyslaw Gomulka’s conflation of his Jewish critics with Zionists. Since
he was a historian of Europe and not the Middle East, perhaps Judt hadn’t
noticed how “anti-Zionism” in broad swaths of the Muslim and Arab media
has been suffused by anti-Jewish rhetoric for decades—rhetoric against “al-
Yahud” not Ehud Olmert or Ehud Barak.

Remember how air-brushing was done in the bad old days? Trotsky (or
someone else) would suddenly disappear from a photo. Lenin or Stalin and
the cheering crowds would still be there. The resulting picture is not entirely
false. Does all this make Judt an anti-Semite? The answer is simple: no. It does
make his grasp of the history of anti-Semitism tendentious. And tendentious
history can be put to all sorts of pernicious use.

Judt’s political judgment complements his historical perceptions, espe-
cially when it comes to a declared concern about Palestinian suffering. Recall
his article in the New York Review of Books (October 23, 2003) advocating a
binational state to replace Israel. A Jewish state, he explained, is an anach-
ronism. But since then, Hamas, a political movement of religious fanatics,
won the Palestinian elections, and later seized power—by force—in Gaza.
Israel, in the meantime, had withdrawn entirely from Gaza and torn down
all Jewish settlements there in summer 2005. Yet if you follow Judt’s logic,
Israel should not have withdrawn but instead integrated Gaza into itself.
Obviously this would have enabled a new, better life for Palestinians, perhaps
even have prevented them from turning to Hamas. And it would have taken
a first happy step toward saving Israel from its anachronistic status by afford-
ing Israelis, together with Palestinians, a domestic future of perpetual ethnic
a feature of modern politics that farsighted historians, but perhaps

civil war
not policymakers, who have to worry about real lives, will imagine is also an
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anachronism. Likewise, I suppose India can save itself from being an unfortu-
nate anachronism by a reintegration with Pakistan.

A few years ago I sought to outline commonalities between anti-Semitic
and anti-Zionist discourses in a scholarly journal. It is worth reproducing.
Here are major motifs that inform classical anti-Semitism:

1) Insinuations: Jews do not and cannot fit properly into our society.
There is something foreign, not to mention sinister about them.

2) Complaints: They are so particularistic, those Jews, so preoccupied
with their “own.” Why are they so clannish and anachronistic when we need
a world of solidarity and love? Really, they make themselves into a “problem.”
If the so-called “Jewish problem” is singular in some way, it is their own doing
and usually covered up by special pleading.

3) Remonstrations: Those Jews, they always carp that they are victims.
In fact, they have vast power, especially financial power. Their power is every-
where, even if it is not very visible. They exercise it manipulatively, behind the
scenes. (But look, there are even a few of them, guilty-hearted perhaps, who
will admit it all this to you).

4) Recriminations: Look at their misdeeds, all done while they cry that
they are victims. These ranged through the ages from the murder of God to
the ritual slaughter of children to selling military secrets to the enemy to war-
profiteering, to being capitalists or middlemen or landlords or moneylenders
exploiting the poor. And they always, oh-so-cleverly, mislead you.

Alter a few phrases, a word here and there, and we find motifs of anti-
Zionism that are popular these days in parts of the left and parts of the
Muslim and Arab worlds:

1) Insinuations: The Zionists are alien implants in the Mideast. They
can never fit there. Western imperialism created the Zionist state.

2) Complaints: A Jewish state can never be democratic. Zionism is
exclusivist. The very idea of a Jewish state is an anachronism.

3) Remonstrations:The Zionists carp that they are victims but in reality
they have enormous power, especially financial. Their power is everywhere,
but they make sure not to let it be too visible. They exercise it manipulatively,
behind people’s backs, behind the scenes—why, just look at Zionist influence
in Washington. Or rather, dominance of Washington. (And look, there are
even a few Jews, guilty-hearted perhaps, who admit it).

4) Recriminations: Zionists are responsible for astonishing, endless
dastardly deeds. And they cover them up with deceptions. These range from
the imperialist aggression of 1967 to Ehud Barak’s claim that he offered
a compromise to Palestinians back in 2000 to the Jenin “massacre” during
the second Intifada. These sketches of anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism, with
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just some variation, were originally in Mitchell Cohen,“Auto-Emancipation
and Anti-Semitism: Homage to Bernard-Lazare,” Jewish Social Studies (Fall
2003).

No, anti-Zionism is not in principle anti-Semitism but it is time for
thoughtful minds—especially on the left—to be disturbed by how much
anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism share, how much the dominant species of
anti-Zionism encourages anti-Semitism.

And so:

If you judge a Jewish state by standards that you apply to no one else; if your
neck veins bulge when you denounce Zionists but you’ve done no more
than cluck “well, yes, very bad about Darfur”;

if there is nothing Hamas can do that you won'’t blame ‘in the final analysis’
on Israelis;

if your sneer at the Zionists doesn’t sound a whole lot different from American
neoconservative sneers at leftists;

then you should not be surprised if you are criticized, fiercely so, by people
who are serious about a just peace between Israelis and Palestinians and who
won't let you get away with a self-exonerating formula—*"“I am anti-Zionist
but not anti-Semitic”’—to prevent scrutiny. If you are anti-Zionist and not
anti-Semitic, then don’t use the categories, allusions, and smug hiss that are
all too familiar to any student of prejudice.

It is time for the left that learns, that grows, that reflects, that has histori-
cal not rhetorical perspective, and that wants a future based on its own best
values to say loudly to the left that never learns: You hijacked “left” in the
last century, but you won'’t get away with it again whatever guise you don. M



CARY NELSON

The Problem with Judith Butler:
The Political Philosophy of BDS and
the Movement to Delegitimate Israel

The millennium in which national differences will disappear, and the nations
will merge into humanity, is still invisible in the distance. Until it is realized, the
desires and ideals of the nations must be limited to establishing a tolerable modus
vivendi.

—Leo Pinsker (1882)

hen American Studies Association president

Curtis E Marez gave his absurd “one has to start

somewhere” answer to a New York Times reporter’s

question as to why one should single out Israel’s

universities for a boycott, one might have thought

he had set the gold standard for empty boycott

advocacy. But soon a still more vacuous contestant arrived. At the pro-

boycott session on January 9 at the Modern Language Association’s 2014

annual meeting, University of Texas professor and panelist Barbara Harlow

offered her own concise answer to the “Why boycott Israel?” question: “Why
not?”101|

With advocates like these, one might think the Boycott, Divestment,

and Sanctions (BDS) movement against Israel would need no opponents.

Certainly the public image of the humanities is not enhanced by remarks
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of this sort. But in truth many boycott supporters do not look for adequate
reasoning. They want their existing passions inflamed still further. Palestinian
BDS entrepreneur Omar Barghouti, who lectures regularly on US campuses,
is adept at generating moral outrage in susceptible audiences. But the BDS
movement also has more sophisticated spokespersons at its disposal. Judith
Butler, who has become the movement’s premier philosopher and political
theorist, is perhaps the foremost among them. Her work, which carries signit-
icant authority among humanists, helps us get to the heart of the movement’s
guiding principles. The critique I will ofter thus addresses the theoretical
framing of the whole BDS movement by way of Butler’s approach to Israel
and the Arab-Israeli conflict. She has complained that pro-BDS arguments
do not receive detailed analysis. I will make every effort to provide that here.

[ think it appropriate to preface an analysis of Butler’s work by stating
clearly that I believe she is sincere in advocating for the positions she has
taken. In that light I set aside the somewhat artificial humility front-loaded
into her influential 2013 talk at Brooklyn College (“I am not even a leader
of this movement”) as a technical distinction. And I completely believe that
her journey toward boycott advocacy has been a trying one.That is especially
convincing in her testimony in the 2013 Bruce Robbins film “Some of My
Best Friends Are Zionists” (http://www.bestfriendsfilm.com), though by the
time she gets to the point of condemning Israel as “a pernicious colonialism
that calls itself a democracy” one may reasonably conclude that rage has
supplanted trauma.'” As she suggests, she’s an independent advocate, not a
member of the BDS governing committee. But an intellectual leader in the
broader sense she surely is. Her studied denial of virtually any persuasive
intent (“I am not asking anyone to join a movement this evening”) I count as
merely performative. In view of the objectionable and misguided campaign
to prevent her and Barghouti from speaking at Brooklyn College, a campaign
that violated academic freedom, she had warrant to try to disarm the audi-
ence.Yet one does not need to carry a picket sign to join a movement. One
can also participate by making a public intellectual and political commitment
and writing on its behalf, as Butler herself has. She also gently assured the
Brooklyn College audience that, for both her and Barghouti, “achieving una-
nimity [of opinion] is not the goal” She urged the audience to judge their
arguments dispassionately, even though Barghouti’s incensed recitation of
purported Israeli crimes and violations of human rights encourages not dis-
passionate evaluation but self-righteous anger. Butler herself also finds such
litanies of crimes—of “inequality, occupation and dispossession”—appealing.
After all, she was not there just to expose the audience to ideas. She was there
to persuade, and litanies of purported crimes can be persuasive.



166 CARY NELSON

The BDS Movement and the Academy: The State of Play
At the core of the BDS debates, unacknowledged contradictions abound.
A standard BDS claim is that a university president who speaks out against
academic boycotts is intimidating those faint faculty hearts on campus that
would beat to a different drummer. In this age of administrative timidity, a
presidential defense of academic freedom may be uncommon, but it remains
part of the job; many have consequently stood up against academic boycotts
(http://legalinsurrection.com/2013/12/list-of-universities-rejecting-aca-
demic-boycott-of-israel/). As Jonathan Marks points out in a January 2014
Commentary piece (“Academic Boycotters Talk Academic Freedom”) the
same BDS advocates who lauded Brooklyn College President Karen Gould
when she quite properly defended her political science department’s right to
bring Barghouti and Butler to campus to speak have not adequately reflected
on the fact that she is now among more than 250 college and university
presidents opposing academic boycotts on the same ground: defending aca-
demic freedom. The irony goes unnoticed among BDS acolytes.

One central BDS claim is that a boycott of Israeli universities targets
institutions, not individuals. Yet in his Modern Language Association panel
presentation, Barghouti conceded that individual faculty members would
pay a price in an academic boycott. He simply said the price was worth
it. It 1s disappointing then that Butler in a December 8, 2013, column in
The Nation (“Academic Freedom and the ASA’s Boycott of Israel”) retained
the mantra of denial, again asserting that “BDS targets institutions and not
individuals.” It may well be that Butler believes this. She has friends who
teach in Tel Aviv—including a progressive photographer and a filmmaker
who focus on West Bank subjects—so it is unreasonable to imagine she wants
to undermine their inter-collegial relationships, their mechanisms for profes-
sional advancement, or their academic freedom. Yet that is exactly what an
academic boycott resolution will do. Her December column, the lecture she
gave at Brooklyn College—the text of which appeared in the February 7,
2013, online issue of The Nation—her 2012 book Parting Ways: Jewishness and
the Critique of Zionism, and a 2004 essay “Jews and the Bi-National Vision” are
her major pro-boycott pieces and will be my focus here, though I will cite
other pieces as appropriate.

Although Butler says a boycott would deny Israeli faculty the right to
use Israeli university funds to travel to conferences in the United States, she
reassures us they would be free to “pay from their own personal funds.” This
is hardly a realistic option for most of them, given that many have relatively
low salaries. Indeed academic salaries in Israel are so low that universities
provide funds for overseas travel in compensation. The fact that Israeli faculty
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would still be free to make the trip without financial support enables her to
announce solemnly “that the only version of BDS that can be defended is
one that is compatible with principles of academic freedom.” Unsurprisingly,
American Studies Association (ASA) leaders object to any effort to pro-
hibit universities from funding US member travel to ASA meetings. Both
the American Association of University Professors and I strongly agree and
consider such prohibitions to be violations of academic freedom. Either one
honors this principle comprehensively, opposing any political litmus test on
scholarly travel, or it will not be honored at all. At the very least, those legisla-
tors or pro-Israeli organizations advocating ideological restrictions on state-
funded faculty travel should realize that, as political winds shift, these punitive
measures may target their own constituencies in turn.

Travel is not the only serious limitation faculty would face. A significant
number of American, Israeli, and Palestinian faculty are involved in inter-
institutional research projects funded both by their own universities and by
grants they administer. These critical collaborations would collapse under a
boycott regime. Butler says she has “no problem collaborating with Israeli
scholars and artists as long as we do not participate in any Israeli institution
or have Israeli state monies support our collaborative work.” Refusing such
financial support is a good deal easier for a philosopher than a scientist or an
engineer who requires lab space, equipment, and staft to carry out research.
Academic freedom includes the right to pursue the research of your choice,
including collaborative research, and the right to pursue the funding neces-
sary for that work. Butler dismisses the limitations a boycott would impose
as a mere “inconvenience,” but faculty members who find their collaborative
research projects on desalinization or solar energy torpedoed are certain to
use stronger language.

Then she generates an unnecessary contradiction when she claims,
“Academic freedom can only be exercised when the material conditions for
exercising those rights are secured, which means that infrastructural rights are
part of academic freedom itself.” Academic freedom protects your right to
seek infrastructural support, but it does not guarantee you will get it. A physi-
cist who cannot find the money to buy a linear accelerator has not had his
or her academic freedom violated. The allocation of infrastructural support
is determined by disciplinary, institutional, and political priorities, as well as
available resources. Butler can certainly plead for more infrastructural support
for Palestinian faculty, but it is a misunderstanding of academic freedom to
make it the issue.

Fairness may well be an issue, but her dismissive “inconvenience” remark
about available resources refers to constraints on Israelis, whereas her claim
for the extension of academic freedom to funding addresses constraints on
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Palestinians. Israelis, meanwhile, are to be selectively denied one of the most
common forms of infrastructural support: travel funds. Butler frequently fails
to apply a principle in an evenhanded fashion or to distinguish between an
abstract statement and its practical effects, a problem, as we shall see, that
infects all of her writing about Israel and that makes the political appeal of
the BDS movement problematic at best.

Butler and other BDS loyalists in the United States also seem not to
understand that you cannot control the consequences of a political move-
ment by putting a couple of sentences in a resolution or a manifesto. Some
faculty in the United Kingdom have already felt morally and politically
driven to put a “symbolic” or nonbinding boycott resolution into practice by
boycotting individuals rather than only institutions. In May 2002 University
of Manchester faculty member Mona Baker removed two Israeli academics,
Miriam Shlesinger and Gideon Toury, respectively, from the boards of her
journals The Tianslator and Tianslation Studies Abstracts because of their insti-
tutional connections to Israeli universities. Despite strong academic records,
they were removed on the grounds of nationality and academic affiliation.
Ironically, both are also committed human rights activists. Andrew Wilkie
made news in June 2003 when he rejected an Israeli student who had applied
to Oxtord University because the student had served in the Israeli army. In
May 2006, Richard Seaford of Exeter University refused to review a book
for an Israeli journal saying, “I have, along with many other British academ-
ics, signed the academic boycott of Israel.” These events and more are cov-
ered by David Hirsh in his “Anti-Zionism and Antisemitism: Cosmopolitan
Reflections.” Some US university administrators are likely concerned about
lLiability as a result of faculty or departmental actions that would count as
discriminatory, especially admissions decisions made following a boycott
endorsement. An academic boycott of Israeli institutions should be called out
for what it is: a selective anti-faculty, anti-research, and anti-student agenda.

Although Butler endorses an academic boycott of Israeli universities, it
is important to note that she also endorses a very broad boycott that would
extend to all Israeli

cultural institutions that have failed to oppose the occupation and strug-
gle for equal rights and the rights of the dispossessed, all those cultural
institutions that think it is not their place to criticize their government
for these practices . ...When those cultural institutions (universities, art
centers, festivals) were to take such a stand, that would be the beginning
of the end of the boycott.
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It is important to remember that most faculty members in the United
States expect their universities not to take political positions. Doing so jeop-
ardizes their tax status, but institutional neutrality in political matters also
protects the right of individual faculty and students to take positions that
differ from one another and avoids any implication that the university speaks
for its students and faculty on political matters. Butler expects all these Israeli
institutions to endorse the comprehensive right of Palestinian return that
would abolish Israel as a Jewish state, dissolving the very government that
funds those institutions.

Meanwhile, although Butler, Barghouti, and other key BDS spokesper-
sons have unequivocally endorsed a Palestinian right of return, they insist
that the movement currently has no “official” position on the matter and
thus that people who sign on to BDS petitions or otherwise endorse the
movement are free to adopt their own stands. This amounts to a bait and
switch operation, as people are hailed by calls for justice and then drawn into
a movement whose past history and current advocacy in fact supports a more
radical agenda.

A political litmus test for cooperating with Israeli universities, theater
groups, symphonies, and art museums is bad enough, but their individual
cooperation with this impossible demand would only begin the process of
ending the boycott. It would continue, Butler writes, until “conditions of
equality are achieved.” Then the boycott would be “obsolete,” but then there
also would be no Israeli institutions left to boycott. In case this leaves anyone
anxious, she reassures us the BDS movement “seeks to use established legal
means to achieve its goals.” Just what the legal mechanisms are for dissolving
a nation she fails to say. Meanwhile the continual drumbeat of Butler’s refer-
ences to “rights” and “justice” helps blind her audience to her real agenda.
Those who do follow the implications of her words might reasonably con-
clude they amount to war by other means.

While the assertion that only established legal means would be required
to dismantle the existing Israeli state may comfort US audiences, no such
plausible route actually exists. Having supported their country through a
series of wars, Israeli citizens are not likely to rise up in nonviolent revolu-
tion, Eastern European style, to overthrow it. An Israeli vote to dissolve the
state would require a constitutional provision to do so and is equally improb-
able. A flotilla of US warships enforcing a comprehensive economic blockade
is not a sound bet either.

Nonetheless, the nonviolence assurance has helped the movement.
Boycott advocacy has now been enhanced by a series of pro-boycott or related
resolutions introduced by other faculty associations. In addition to the ASA,
the Asian American Studies and Native American and Indigenous Studies
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associations endorsed academic boycotts of Israel in 2013. Resolutions may
be introduced in other academic associations during the 2014-15 academic
year. Whether the BDS wagon train is gaining momentum is impossible to
say, given that in November 2013 the American Public Health Association
rejected a resolution that had attacked Israel for its medical practices toward
Palestinians. But BDS is certainly getting more visibility. The MLA’s Executive
Council decided in February 2014 to call on its 23,900 members to vote on
a Delegate Assembly resolution condemning Israel’s history of handling visa
applications for American faculty seeking to teach or do research in the West
Bank. And it discussed whether to take up a rejected call to express solidarity
with the ASA by decrying intimidating notes, emails, or blog posts directed
toward its members. Indeed the rhetoric of BDS presentations, documents,
and essays does not always make it easy to be civil. Lack of empathy for the
other side is a basic impediment to both campus debates and Arab-Israeli
negotiations. As it happened, the MLA’s Delgate Assembly failed to forward
the resolution supporting the ASA, and the visa policy resolution went down
to defeat in a vote by the membership.

Butler and the Holocaust

Butler herself draws on a number of philosophical traditions in her attempt
to construct the ideal identity and form of subjectivity for Jews worldwide,
especially for Israelis. My concern is not so much with whether her read-
ings of Emmanuel Levinas, Walter Benjamin, Martin Buber, Hannah Arendt
or others are accurate but rather with what she extracts from them in the
service of her project to reform Israeli identity and her still more troubling
goal of convincing readers that the State of Israel should be dissolved. As
abstract, metaphysical speculation, her spiritual and argumentative journey
toward what she considers ideal Jewishness would have no real significance.
But it makes no sense—and it is more troubling—to claim it, as she does, as
a mandate for personal, social, and political change.

That said, her Parting Ways chapters on individual writers have definite
virtues. The chapter on Primo Levi, for example, offers challenging reflections
on motivations for Holocaust survivor suicide. Those passages are of interest
whether or not Levi actually took his own life. Her analysis of the dynam-
ics of Holocaust memory and representation is both sound and useful. She
appropriately quotes Hayden White to the effect that Holocaust metaphors
sometimes have “the effect of actually producing the referent rather than
merely pointing to it” (193). That can help us understand Holocaust poetry’s
potential for impact. Her primary motive in writing the chapter, however, is
not to explicate Levi, but rather to use his doubts about Holocaust discourse
to delegitimate the Israeli state. In an odd way, this turns Levi, the author
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of The Drowned and the Saved, who was a moral witness against injustice
to Palestinians, into a voice warning us that Israel’s founding rationale and
continuing existence are corrupt, even though Butler acknowledges that “in
actuality he was taking a public stand against some Israeli military actions, not
Israel itself” (187) and “he clearly valued the founding of Israel as a refuge for
Jews from the Nazi destruction” (186). Her bottom line is that Levi “asserts
the ‘I” that would not instrumentalize the historical memory of the Shoah to
rationalize contemporary military violence against Palestinians” (188).

Who indeed could disagree that “it will not do to call upon the Shoah
as a way of legitimating arbitrary and lethal Israeli violence against civilian
populations” (187)? As in all such matters, the most intense debates about the
meaning and influence of the Holocaust in contemporary life occur in Israel
itself and amongst Israeli citizens and authors alike. The two books Butler
cites in support of her claim that Holocaust allusions are used to justify Israeli
policy are Idith Zertal’s Israel’s Holocaust and the Politics of Nationhood (2005)
and Avaham Burg’s The Holocaust is Over: We Must Rise from Its Ashes (2008).
Both are Israeli authors. Zertal demonstrates that Holocaust references were
widely used during Israel’s founding (when their relevance is a historical fact),
during the 1948 war (when the fledgling state felt militarily threatened), and
that they have returned with every subsequent war. In my view, such allusions
are again warranted today as the world faces the risk Iran will acquire nuclear
weapons. Burg’s claims are more inflammatory; he argues the Holocaust is
used to justify every government policy and has permeated Israeli culture as
a whole. Certainly Holocaust references do occur in political discourse, but
they do not overwhelm Israeli policy making. I can find no evidence that the
Holocaust is routinely invoked to justify every policy in the West Bank. There
remains as well a chilling antisemitic, anti-Israel discourse among some Arabs
and Europeans alike that invokes the Holocaust as unfinished business. We
should recall, moreover, that in the first decade after Israel’s founding about
a quarter of the population were Holocaust survivors and many more had
been powerfully aftected.

That said, as Dina Porat points out in “From the Scandal to the Holocaust
in Isracli Education,” a 2004 essay in the Journal of Contemporary History, the
Holocaust was not front and center in Israeli public life in the country’s first
years. Nor did it play a significant role in Israeli education for decades. The
country wanted to promote collective strength and pride, which made a
story of mass slaughter counterproductive. When the Holocaust came up at
all, it was often to celebrate moments of resistance like the Warsaw Ghetto
uprising. The picture began to change with the Eichmann trial in 1961,
which emphasized victim testimony, after which Holocaust commemora-
tion became a more visible part of public life. Yet it was not until after the
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Yom Kippur War in 1973 and a heightened sense of national vulnerability
that young Israelis took a major interest in the darkest period of Jewish his-
tory. That was finally reflected in the country’s educational curriculum after
1980, and trips to Auschwitz became common. Before that, the Holocaust
was consistently marginalized in Israeli high schools, which means that most
senior Israeli politicians missed the Holocaust in their education.

The claim that young Israelis and the political culture are now obsessed
with the Holocaust, however, is unsupportable. Is it the Holocaust that gov-
erns Israel’s relations with European countries complicit in the Shoah? Is
it the Holocaust that led Israel to cede territory to Egypt? The fact that
some Israeli constituencies overuse and misuse Holocaust references does
not justify condemning the entire state on that basis, as Butler would have
us do. Menachim Begin, dead 30 years, used Holocaust allusions repeatedly
to justify and build support for Israeli policies and actions, but Begin does
not represent all Israeli politicians, then or now. Burg himself is a former
Knesset Speaker. As a shorthand way to distinguish between history and cur-
rent policy, I would say that the Holocaust helps justify Israel’s founding but
not building settlements on the West Bank.

Although Butler herself does not detail these arguments, the complaints
about Holocaust references usually assert that they are used to exempt Israel
from all moral responsibility for its policies and actions. As a homeland
for history’s ultimate victims, Israel’s security needs consequently trump
the rights at once of its neighbors and the Palestinians in the West Bank.
According to anti-Zionist arguments, Israel’s security thus falsely functions
as a higher morality. Yet the very incommensurability between the Holocaust
and the myriad local decisions required to maintain Israel’s security should be
enough to suggest that the Holocaust would not be routinely invoked when-
ever policies are being formulated or being put into place. Indeed, invoking
the Holocaust would make most policy debates unintelligible. When the
founding of the Israeli state is under discussion, however, the Holocaust is
part of the historical record.

As Seyla Benhabib has written in a detailed and thoughtful March
2013 essay review of Parting Ways in Constellations, “Had it not been for the
Holocaust, the small community of idealistic dreamers in Palestine would
have held the sympathy of the world Jewish community, but sooner or later
they would have disappeared as a separate political entity” (158). On the other
hand, as Dina Porat writes in Alvin H. Rosenfeld’s 2013 collection Resurgent
Antisemitism: Global Perspectives,*“Had there not been a 600,000-strong Yishuv
(the Zionist Jewish entity that resided in pre-State Israel) the 360,000 sur-
vivors would not have found a shelter” (477). For Butler, as she argues in
“Jews and the Bi-National Vision,” such accounts of the relationship between
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the Holocaust and the founding of Israel are not historical facts but merely
“founding narratives.” She thus adopts a radical post-structuralism that denies
any irrevocable relationship between historical fact and its inevitable narrative
conceptualization. While one never gets past narrativity to arrive at absolute
facticity, that does not mean there are no actual events and circumstances to
be narrated. But for Butler it is imperative to “rethink and rewrite the history
of the founding of the Israeli state” so as to “unlink the way in which the
Nazi genocide continues to act as a permanent justification for this state.”

Half a century and more of debates about the meaning of the Holocaust
have left an immensely complex legacy that doesn’t merit Butler’s reductive
summary. Butler characterizes Holocaust references as a “cynical and excited
recirculation of traumatic material—a kind of traumatic spree.” Since she
has come up with that abusive language, one may fairly ask whether she,
Barghouti, and others are doing anything else themselves with their litanies
of anti-Palestinian violence? It was theologians and poets who first warned us
that what the Holocaust teaches us about human beings leaves doubts about
the meaning of life itself. Butler would have been better served by consulting
Israeli philosopher Elhanan Yakira’s important Post-Zionism, Post-Holocaust:
Three Essays on Denial, Forgetting, and the Delegitimation of Israel (2010). One
conclusion we can draw from Holocaust testimony and Holocaust literature
is that it casts a shadow over everything we say and do. That is the burden,
among other texts, of Primo Levi’s utterly unsparing poem “Shema.”

Justice as an Ahistorical Abstraction

Foremost among Butler’s strategies in all her pro-boycott work—and central
to her appeal and success—is the deployment of an abstract, universalizing
concept of “justice” detached from any serious contextual challenges. In
“Deconstructing Israel,” a January 2014 review first published in German
in Jungle World and then translated, Stephan Grigat points out that her main
strategy 1s to mobilize an abstract and ahistorical universalism against all the
historical particularities of Zionism.The main particularities she does cite are
Israeli-imposed injustices suftered by Palestinians. But she does nothing to
historicize the concept of justice itself in her work on the Middle East.

I have trouble accepting that this abstract version of justice is being
deployed by the author of Gender Trouble (1990), a book I have long admired,
have taught repeatedly, and whose model of gender as socially and histori-
cally constructed (and thus learned and performed) I have pretty completely
internalized. While gender and justice are concepts that operate in different
registers, both are socially and historically constructed. An abstract notion of
justice can serve as a social good and can hail people’s sense of identity and
patterns of behavior, but it has no place in discussions of the Middle East
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without historically-based qualifications. Like other BDS advocates, Butler
takes political self-determination as an unqualified good for Palestinians, an
end result that then becomes a sine qua non for any acceptable resolution of
the conflict. Anything less than that, she believes, will not constitute justice.
And Americans, especially on the left, like to believe they stand firmly on the
side of justice.

Like other BDS proponents, she avoids any serious reflection on what
would constitute political self-determination for Israelis, save for the implica-
tion that Israeli hearts can never really be at peace until Palestinians have
secured all their wishes. That, however, is precisely what cannot be achieved
in a“‘just” resolution of the conflict. For too many Palestinians “‘justice” means
Palestinian sovereignty throughout the land between the Mediterranean and
the Jordan River, a dream that perhaps too many Israelis share in reverse, in
the form of ambitions for a “Greater Israel,” though it is not a majority view.
The main Israeli constituency for that perspective is those far right West Bank
settlers who believe they have a divine mandate to be there. If peace is to
be achieved, many on both sides will have to relinquish a model of justice
designed to benefit only one party to any negotiations. So would Butler if she
were to imagine a solution adapted to political realities.

Everyone will have to settle for less than they imagine “justice” to entail.
For neither the Palestinians nor the Israelis will give up their ambitions for
sovereignty. Both sides will have to settle for less land over which their sover-
eignty will reign. The territorial compromises will have to include some way
of establishing a Palestinian capital in East Jerusalem. For some Jews, that is
a betrayal of a legacy at once religious and historical, a betrayal therefore of
their notion of justice.Yet Jerusalem has evolved into a city with interwoven
working relationships between Arabs and Jews and with public services that
crisscross any conceivable boundaries. Some local cooperation will be neces-
sary. We thus get nowhere by holding aloft a lantern called justice and letting
it blind us to complexities of culture, history, and national desire, along with
the realities of economic and social integration. That lantern also blinds Butler
to the diversity of Palestinian experience and desire. As Benhabib writes,

The number of Arab youth who are now perfectly bi-lingual is grow-
ing and, along with it, their political capacity to engage Israeli society
directly. Many Palestinian Arabs living in occupied East Jerusalem would
much rather become Israeli citizens in an open and gender-egalitarian
society than live under the Islamist rule of a party. (159)

That is at least one reason why Butler cannot simply assert without proof
that non-Jewish Israeli citizens fundamentally feel unhappily bound “to a
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specific and controversial, if not contradictory, version of democracy.” As a
literature scholar, I might add this: does anyone imagine that the Palestinian
novelists and poets who write in Hebrew would choose to dismantle the
state of which they are citizens?

Butler’s decontextualized, abstract notion of justice also helps her give
strong literal endorsement to the Palestinian “right of return” to reside in
Israel. They could choose compensation instead, she acknowledges, but com-
pensation could not be the exclusive option. “People who have been made
stateless by mi