The Academic War on Israel

Over the past year institutions of higher education in America and throughout the world have become central places of anti-Israel rhetoric, with students and faculty alike joining forces to provide ideological, philosophical and moral support for the Palestinian cause.  

Two examples prove this point.  First, there is a movement on campuses around the country to encourage Universities to divest their investments from companies that do business with Israel.  This movement is a throwback to the apartheid days, with the implication that Israel is the moral equivalent of the South African government.  Thus far, more than 350 faculty members affiliated with Harvard, MIT, and Columbia have signed on to this cause.

Very few expect the universities actually to obey the guidelines of the petition.  However, the petition has already succeeded in placing Israel on the moral defensive.  Instead of praising Israel for its moral concerns and cautious responses to the war on terror, defenders of Israel are now left to argue that Israel is not the moral equivalent of the South African apartheid regime.  Instead of reminding the world of Israel’s merits, we are now left to take solace in the remarks of Harvard President Lawrence Summers that the university would not divest.  Instead of spreading the romantic vision of Zion, supporters of Israel must now use their energy to push a counter petition, which opposes divestment and condemns the “one-sided attempt to delegitimize Israel.”  

A second example concerns the events occurring at San Francisco State University.  That campus is thoroughly saturated with hatred of Israel.  So much so, that students who demonstrate support for Israel are literally under physical attack, with an armed police officer being placed directly outside of the Hillel house in order to protect supporters of Israel from university students.

It is clear that lovers of Zion are losing the university campuses and the majority of students.  Why is it that the cause of Israel is rejected and attacked by many of those who are the most educated and well read members of our society?

The answer probably lies in the very nature of academia.  Academia encourages new, bold, provocative and original ideas.  If an idea is a truism, an accepted logic, it is boring to repeat it.  Only the exciting ideas capture the attention of academic audiences.  In this sense it encourages subversive thinking; thinking intended to get under your skin, raise your passions about an intellectual concept.  Academia constantly questions and often rejects the commonplace views of society.  

This can be very helpful in a society.  There is a need to question conventional wisdom and to raise a voice of dissent.  However, when academia becomes divorced from community and reality, then the desire to be provocative and put out new ideas can become the goal whether or not the ideas have any truth.  No one gets tenure for putting out an idea that everyone already knows; a truism must be wrong, an accepted idea must be corrected.  If the person on the street knows something is true, then that person can not be as smart as the professor who is paid to think up new ideas. 

While there is a lot of very important work in the places of higher learning, ultimately there is the danger that it will become a culture that emphasizes the importance of radical ideas whether or not there be any truth to them.  Recently a distinguished Professor at the University of Missouri published an article in a respected academic journal that actually justified pedophilia.  Furthermore, the President of this distinguished University defended the right of the Professor to advocate such ideas in the state-funded university.

Such speech should not be protected by academic freedom.  An intellectual justification of pedophilia provides moral cover in the mind of a pedophile and thereby encourages the molestation of children.

This is the danger of academia.  Subversive ideas are encouraged, promoted, and accepted irrespective of the danger that they might cause to society and irrespective of their relationship to any sort of truth.  This is why I believe the cause of the Palestinians, the cause of terrorists, finds a welcome home in the halls of academia.  

The average American assumes terrorism is the great evil in society.  The academic arrives and declares: “Terrorism is not an evil, it is the poor man’s F-16.”

Obviously academia has a substantial amount to contribute to the world.  There must be a role for it within society.  Indeed, there are some very powerful academic voices in support of Israel (e.g. Allan Dershowitz and Ruth Wisse). Yet, ultimately it lends itself to abuse.  

The academic lure is attractive to students, and so we must respond with something even more enchanting. The best way to combat the radical dissent of academics is by reinforcing the beauty of Zionism.  The ideals of Zionism must once again be preached on every street corner and in every café.  The romantic stories of Zion must once again be promoted.  

The best way to combat the message of radicalism and dissent which students find so attractive and compelling is to put out an alternative message of beauty and romanticism.  When I was a teen-ager, I fell in love with Zion by watching the movie Exodus.  For me the scene of an Israeli flag being hoisted on the Exodus ship was a beautiful romantic dream, it was an inspiring dream.

We must tell the story of Zion.  It is a beautiful story.  It is a story made up of some of the most heroic individuals ever to grace this earth.  It is a story about people who have built a dessert into one of the most beautiful countries on earth.  In the face of radical professors and misinformed students, it is our job to tell the story.
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