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Foreword
Nadia Abu El-Haj

July 24, 2023: The Israeli Knesset passes a bill that eliminates the “reasonableness standard,” that is, an Anglo legal concept that grants the High Court discretion to strike down government decisions and appointments it deems unreasonable. The first step in a broader judicial overhaul championed by the most right-wing ruling coalition in Israeli history, the entire opposition—fifty-six members of the Knesset—boycotted the vote. According to the New York Times, among many other English- and Hebrew-language publications, this bill and the larger judicial overhaul of which it is a part threatens to undermine “Israeli democracy.” Secular, liberal citizens who have overtaken the streets over the past several months are fighting, we are told, to save Israel’s soul.1

What if, however, this right-wing “turn” is better understood as the logical culmination of a state that, since its very establishment, has never been able to reconcile its “Jewish” and “democratic” commitments? A settler nation-state founded upon the expulsion of approximately 750,000 Palestinian inhabitants, Jewish democracy was predicated on ethnic cleansing. That act was necessitated by the Zionist commitment to establishing a Jewish state: How else would one possibly establish a Jewish majority? What’s more, what if its non-Jewish—that is, its Palestinian—citizens, have never been and can never be equal members of a Jewish state? And what if, after over fifty years of ruling over Palestinian subjects—military rule and siege over the territories occupied in 1967—Israel’s very soul, its institutional and juridical core, is better described as foundationally antidemocratic?

As covered in the US press, the current Israeli political crisis is but one more instance of a more general shift toward right-wing, (proto-) fascist, and antidemocratic political movements throughout the Euro-American world. Writing from my home in New York, the slide into illiberalism and the threats to democratic institutions are on full display, here at home and not just elsewhere. And yet, I want to insist, what is unfolding in Israel should not be integrated, and certainly not seamlessly, into this larger global trend. Israel is not and has never been a democratic state.

Israel is not the state of its citizens. As a Jewish state, a fundamental distinction cleaves the contours of citizenship. While upon its establishment, the state declared it would protect the “religious” and “cultural” rights of its “minority” citizens, Israel was established as the “national home” of “the Jewish people,” wherever in the world they reside. Today, with approximately 20 percent of its citizenry Palestinian, with its military rule over nearly 5 million Palestinian subjects who enjoy none of the rights or protections of even an unequal citizenship—and with 68 percent of Palestinian refugees having no right of return—that foundational principle endures. In July 2018 the Israeli Knesset passed a new “Basic Law” that more than just perpetuates but absolutely enshrines Israel as “the Nation-State of the Jewish People.”2 Among other provisions, the law states that “the right to national self-determination” in Israel is “exclusive to the Jewish people”; what’s more, it declares, “the state views the development of Jewish settlement as a national value, and shall act to encourage and promote its establishment and consolidation.”3 In response to legal challenges that argued the law is racist and antidemocratic, in 2021, the High Court—that very court purportedly essential to safeguarding Israel’s “democratic” character—ruled it constitutional, that is, one presumes, “reasonable.”

Israel should not be described as a democracy, “flawed as it may be,” now under threat from the right.4 Structural racism is not unique to the Israeli state, of course. But in comparison to those Euro-American liberal democracies with which Israel is generally compared, there is a cardinal, material difference: racial inequality is written into the law. More accurately, it is written into two separate legal regimes—one civil and one military—both of which differentially govern Palestinian and Jewish citizens and subjects who reside in territories under the state’s control. That is why in 2021 and 2022, Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International—as well as the Israeli human rights groups B’Tselem and Yesh Din—declared Israel an apartheid state.5

The vast majority of Jewish-Israelis protesting the judicial overhaul are worried, primarily, about threats to their own rights (and driven by an interest in the division of resources among the state’s Jewish citizenry)—that is, as secular liberals, as women, as LGBTQ+ persons. What is more, the protest leaders are doing their best to exclude any signs of Palestinian identity and politics from the demonstrations. Whatever the “soul” of Israel’s “liberal democracy” refers to, it does not include Palestinians—and the myriad political demands and imaginaries that comprise Palestinian politics.6 But what if we put the Question of Palestine at the center of what is at stake? What if realizing a democratic state is impossible without grappling with the fact that Israel is a settler nation still in the “frontier stage” of settlement? In a speech before the Knesset in advance of the vote on the reasonableness standard, the minister of justice—Yariv Levin—listed five government decisions the High Court had struck down using that standard: all of them “were about Palestinians and the occupation.” As Ben Reiff reports, this should come as no surprise. Levin has spoken previously about the need to “diminish the power of the judiciary” in order to realize the annexation of the Occupied Territories. In short, as Reiff puts it, this is the “judicial overhaul’s endgame.”7 There is no “democratic Israel” that can be pried apart from the question of Palestine: this is a settler state. Its foundational commitments and acts—built into its enduring Zionist political imaginary and the operation of its institutions and political parties, liberal and illiberal alike—are racist and antidemocratic down to their very core. At least, that is, if one acknowledges that the lives of Palestinians, both citizens and subjects, and not just the state’s Jewish citizens, should be matters of political and ethical concern.

What then might any of this have to do with the topic of Maya Wind’s Towers of Ivory and Steel? Let me quote from her introduction: “For decades, Israeli universities have been widely celebrated in the West as exceptionally free. European and North American academic institutions maintain research collaborations and joint degree programs with Israeli universities, which are often the only such academic partnerships in the Middle East.” But what if they are not “exceptionally free”? What if Israeli universities, far from being bastions of pluralism, academic freedom, and spaces for open political dissent, are in fact “complicit in the violation of Palestinian rights?” Taking advantage of her position as a Jewish-Israeli citizen to gain access to Israeli universities, state and military archives, and libraries, Wind has collected, translated, and analyzed data essential to answering that question. An unparalleled and exceptional book that delves deeply into the history and modus operandi of some of Israel’s most vaunted liberal institutions, the result is an empirically robust case for the myriad ways in which such depictions are patently untrue. There is no “institutional innocence” here.

No university is an Ivory Tower—severed from the historical, political, and economic conditions of the state and society in which it exists. Nevertheless, working within what is now widely recognized as an apart-heid regime, the close ties between Israeli universities and the state—and the consequences of those ties—take, as Wind masterfully demonstrates, a distinctive form. Beginning in 1918 with the establishment of Hebrew University, the first of the now eight major public institutions of higher learning, these universities have been an integral part of building and maintaining the state as the Jewish national home—including, quite centrally, through technologies and strategies of war, ethnic cleansing, occupation, and siege (see chapter 2). Not only have Palestinian students who are citizens of Israel been structurally marginalized and discriminated against, the universities often do the work of the state itself: they crack down on Palestinian student speech and organizations in the name of “security” (see chapter 5). What’s more, they house academic programs tailored to train soldiers and security forces. This is not the equivalent of military personnel enrolling for a university degree on an American university campus, nor, for that matter, is it equivalent to the presence of ROTC. This is more like having West Point embedded within a US university—an embedding, it is worth highlighting, that “requires” the university, among other things, to establish security zones within the dorms that house such personnel (chapters 1 and 3). For their part, Palestinian universities are subjected to both bureaucratic and military control: the Israeli state determines the number of foreign faculty and students allowed to teach and study at Palestinian universities, and vets them (on political grounds) before granting visas. Universities in Gaza, the strip itself under continuous siege, are cut off from the outside world almost entirely and exposed, over and over again, to aerial bombardment. For their part, Palestinian universities throughout the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, are repeatedly subjected to closures and raids, with their students and faculty arrested and, often, subjected to torture while in detention (chapter 6). Meanwhile, not only do the vast majority of Israeli academics remain silent, so too does the university leadership. There is absolutely no institutional defense of academic freedom when it comes to Palestinian universities. And in the midst of the escalating violence of what is closing in on a sixty-year “occupation,” not a single university has severed ties with Israeli military or security forces, let alone with Israel’s arms industry (chapters 3 and 6).

July 23, 2023: The American Anthropological Association announces passage of a resolution to boycott Israeli academic institutions by a 71 percent margin.

The law striking down the “reasonableness standard,” the AAA’s boycott vote: these two events happened on the same day. I juxtapose them here not because I harbor any illusions regarding their respective political impacts. I juxtapose them, rather, because of the nature of the discourse mobilized against heeding the call for a boycott of Israeli academic institutions, in the US and elsewhere—that is, the argument that Israel is a secular democratic state, far less oppressive than many other regimes worldwide. In short, Why “single out” Israel? Such political what-about-ism, as should be apparent to anyone paying attention, is but a tactic to derail Palestinian resistance to the Israeli state. No political project—not ever, not anywhere—has addressed every single possible cause at one and the same time. That is not the nature of politics. The substantive—the more sincere—question is: “Are Israeli universities complicit in the violation of Palestinian rights?” as Wind asks. This expansively researched, empirically detailed, carefully argued book provides a clear answer: “Yes.” As demonstrated by the American Anthropological Association’s recent vote, the international academic community is recognizing, increasingly, the deep entrenchment and complicity of Israeli universities with Israel’s ongoing and fundamentally antidemocratic project of settlement and apartheid. And it is coming to the conclusion that continuing to conduct business as usual with Israeli universities is, decidedly, “unreasonable.” To those—liberals and conservatives, on the left and on the right—who oppose the call for an academic boycott, I ask: Is there any Palestinian resistance movement that you might ever—or that you have ever—recognized as legitimate?




Introduction

On the gray afternoon of January 10, 2022, a windowless white van with a Palestinian license plate drove onto the campus of Birzeit University, north of Ramallah in the occupied West Bank. Once the van had cleared the east campus gate, two men in jeans and hooded sweatshirts emerged from the front doors. They began making their way to a meeting of the student council, where the elected heads of the various student blocs were in attendance. Then, suddenly, the back doors of the van swung open, and Israeli uniformed soldiers leapt out—some from the special forces in dark ski masks—armed with semiautomatic weapons. They quickly followed in the footsteps of the two undercover Israeli soldiers and opened gunfire.

Chaos broke out as the students tried to disperse, but the soldiers knew exactly who they were after. They slammed four student association leaders onto the ground. There they lay, face down, as they were handcuffed, blindfolded, and beaten. Other soldiers were directed to aim their rifles at the perimeter of the scene, as students tried to document what was unfolding on their campus in broad daylight.

One of the leading student organizers, Ismail Barghouthi, scrambled up the closed university gate to escape. But soldiers targeted him and shot him in the thigh. He was seized, along with four other students, and taken away in the white van, leaving behind a pool of blood on the asphalt beneath the campus east gate.1

The five students were brought to the Ofer military detention center in the occupied West Bank, where they were interrogated for hours by Israeli officers. Three students were released, but Barghouthi and his peer Mohammed Khatib remained in detention.2 Barghouthi and Khatib were indicted by the Israeli military court system for their activities in their respective student groups, which Israel termed “unauthorized associations.”3 While his case was processed, Barghouthi was detained for weeks. Meanwhile, Khatib was placed under administrative detention—by which Palestinians can be indefinitely incarcerated in Israeli military prisons without charge or trial—for months, until May 2022.4

Barghouthi and Khatib are among dozens of Palestinian university students abducted and detained by Israel every year in the Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT), for membership or activities in 1 of the 411 student associations Israel has deemed “unlawful.”5 They were among the fifty-four Palestinian students incarcerated in 2022 alone.6

Just months after the raid on Birzeit University, on April 17, 2022, a demonstration was held near the Tel Aviv University campus, outside the offices of the Israeli Security Agency, the Shin Bet. Organized for Palestinian Prisoner’s Day, the protest was held in solidarity with Palestinian prisoners under administrative detention.

Rami Salman, a Palestinian Tel Aviv University student, made his way to the demonstration. A citizen of Israel, Salman wore a kaffiyeh and stood alongside dozens of Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli citizen activists calling for an end to the authoritarian practice of student detention in the OPT.7 After the protest, Salman headed back to his dorm, located opposite the Shin Bet offices.

He didn’t make it far. Salman was followed to the university by Israeli undercover police officers. He was seized on the stairs to his dorm building, beaten, and dragged to his arrest.8

Across all the territories under Israeli governance, the university campus is not a safe space for Palestinian students. Israeli universities are not independent of the Israeli security state but, rather, serve as an extension of its violence.

Salman’s own institution, Tel Aviv University, announced in July 2023 that it is embarking on yet another partnership with the Israeli military. The university had won the Ministry of Defense bid to house the prestigious “Erez” BA program for officers in combat military units. The dual-major degree includes an academic program focused on military “areas of interest,” paired with another program in the humanities, social sciences, business, or engineering.9 In the Erez program, the military explains, “military and academic training are intertwined,” wherein the cadets are transformed “from civilians to elite fighters.”10

Accompanying the prestige—and substantial state funding—is a fifty-three-page list of conditions from the Ministry of Defense agreement, which Tel Aviv University signed upon winning the bid. The soldiers will be in uniform and permitted to carry their military weapons to campus. They will study most courses alongside civilian students, except for their tailored nonacademic military courses—offered on campus and taught by senior military personnel—which also earn them credit toward their degree. For the academic courses offered by the university to soldiers and civilians alike, the Ministry of Defense suggested a list of topics that they consider “integral” to the Erez program. These include “strategy and national security,” “terror and guerrillas,” and “contemporary military thought.”11

Per the agreement with the state, the university commits to reporting to the military any and all “field security issues,” should it be required. And, crucially, faculty must now conduct themselves in accordance with military restrictions. The university, the agreement demands, “undertakes to ensure that the academic staff will refrain from offensive statements toward the IDF soldiers studying at the institution, whether it is statements concerning their actual military service in the IDF or whether it is statements concerning them wearing uniforms. This commitment is essential.”12

Not only, then, will Tel Aviv University take on the additional qualities of a military base, it will now become further embedded in the state apparatuses that sustain the occupation. Armed with military training and a Tel Aviv University degree, combat officers will go on to maintain Israeli military rule and a system of racial oppression over millions of Palestinians, including university students—like Barghouthi, Khatib, and Salman.

For decades, Israeli universities have been widely celebrated in the West as exceptionally free. European and North American academic institutions maintain research collaborations and joint degree programs with Israeli universities, which are often the only such academic partnerships in the Middle East. Upon launching a dual degree program with Tel Aviv University in 2020—the only such program it offers in the region—Columbia University advertised its Israeli counterpart as one that “shares Tel Aviv’s unshakable spirit of openness and innovation—and boasts a campus life as dynamic and pluralistic as the metropolis itself.”13 Speaking at an advocacy summit to grow support for Israel among American college students, Columbia University president and First Amendment scholar Lee Bollinger declared:


We are committed to cooperating with partners in Israel, to learn from them and to foster global conversations, through which students and universities can help to shape all societies. Experiencing different perspectives, of course, deepens our understanding of different narratives, and also we understand how countries manage everything from pluralism and conflict to illness and drought—all universal issues.14



Columbia is not alone in characterizing Israeli universities as liberal bastions of pluralism and democracy, uniquely worthy of academic partnerships in the broader landscape of the Middle East.15 In 2022, the US-based Freedom House scored Israeli academic freedom as 3 out of 4, contending that “Israel’s universities have long been centers for dissent and are open to all students.”16 That same year, the European-based Varieties of Democracy Institute ranked Israel as among the top 10 percent of countries in the world for academic freedom.17 These assessments mirror Israeli academia’s self-narration, as one of “unwavering and unparalleled commitment to excellence, multiculturalism, pluralism, and the cause of peace.”18

This apparent Western consensus has, however, been questioned by Palestinians. In 2004, academics and intellectuals launched the Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel (PACBI) and called on international scholars to initiate a boycott of Israeli academic institutions. They explained their call to target Israeli universities on the grounds of decades of ongoing institutional complicity in Israel’s “regime of oppression” against Palestinians. Israeli institutions of higher education, PACBI contends, “have played a key role in planning, implementing and justifying Israel’s occupation and apartheid policies.”19 For PACBI, the academic boycott is not merely a means to an end but rather a strategic targeting of the Israeli academy as “one of the pillars of this oppressive order.”20

Shortly thereafter, in 2005, 170 Palestinian civil society groups—including trade unions, refugee rights associations, women’s organizations, grassroots popular committees, and NGO networks—came together to launch the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement. Inspired by the South African movement against apartheid, Palestinians call for BDS as a means to exert pressure on Israel to meet the three core demands of Palestinian civil society, as stipulated in international law and UN resolutions: first, end the colonization of Arab lands and dismantle the military occupation and the wall; second, recognize the right to full equality of Palestinian citizens of Israel; and third, respect and promote the right of Palestinian refugees to return.21

Many in the international community have responded to this call. In North America, some academic associations have adopted BDS resolutions over the last decade, including the American Anthropological Association, the American Studies Association, the Middle East Studies Association, and the Native American and Indigenous Studies Association. So, too, have faculty and graduate student unions, including UAW Local 2865, the University of California student worker union; UAW Local 2110, New York University’s graduate student organizing committee; and the University of Toronto Graduate Students’ Union.22 In Europe, the Teachers’ Union of Ireland, the British Society for Middle Eastern Studies, and the UK National Union of Students, among others, have voted to endorse the boycott.23 Sustained by broad coalitions and endorsed in votes on thoroughly debated resolutions, the academic boycott is gaining traction worldwide.

The backlash to this growing movement has been severe. The Israeli government and international Zionist organizations have used lawsuits, lobbying, legislation, and what activists and civil rights organizations call “intimidation and smear campaigns” to intercept, demonize, or even criminalize the movement wherever it gains momentum.24 The debate over the academic boycott has roiled universities across Europe, North America, Australia, and South Africa and has become central to discussions about race, justice, and the meaning of academic freedom in higher education.

With rare exceptions, Israeli academics have responded to PACBI’s campaign with overwhelming and often indignant opposition. From across the Israeli political spectrum, faculty have formed well-coordinated counter-campaigns to any initiative to support the boycott, often backed by funding and talking points provided by the Israeli state itself.25

These Israeli scholars—representing Israeli state arguments in international academia’s court of public opinion—have by and large converged on a similar refrain: Injustices committed against Palestinians may or may not exist; but even if they did, this has nothing to do with us. Writing in opposition to the first referendum on the academic boycott by the American Anthropological Association in 2015, leading Israeli anthropologist Dan Rabinowitz published his outward-facing apologia for Israeli higher education in the English edition of Ha’aretz. “Israel does inflict injustices on Palestinians,” he wrote, “but making universities accountable for them is ludicrous.”26

This claim by Israeli scholars that they are but bystanders has become central to their opposition strategy, especially with rising worldwide support for the academic boycott. Anticipating the passage of the resolution to endorse the boycott by the Middle East Studies Association of North America (MESA) in 2022, Israeli academics built their case on both institutional and individual innocence. The Middle East and Islamic Studies Association of Israel asserted that the group is “apolitical” and that Israeli universities are, likewise, not responsible for government policy. Meanwhile, the Association for Israel Studies implored MESA not to “punish” Israeli academics for mere “guilt by association.”27

Having declared that their universities and academic associations play no part in Israel’s oppression of Palestinians—“even if” such oppression existed—Israeli academics have swiftly moved to claim that, in fact, they are the ones being repressed. Israeli academics thereby subvert the argument for Palestinian rights—and, specifically, the academic rights of Palestinian scholars and students—for their own ends. At risk of violation, they argue, are the academic freedom and rights of individual Israeli scholars, wrongfully held accountable for injustices for which they bear no responsibility. This claim misrepresents PACBI’s call to boycott Israeli academic institutions and not individual scholars. Yet the absolute majority of Israeli academics continue to rally against what they insist is directed at them on a personal basis.28

As the debates about the academic boycott have expanded in the Western academic arena, certain Israeli scholars have emerged as particularly effective gatekeepers of the conversation. Curiously, these scholars are often “self-styled progressives” who argue—for an international audience—that they support Palestinian rights yet oppose the academic boycott. In fact, self-identified progressive Israeli scholars and associations frequently hinge their opposition based on this very identification.29 “Most of the humanistic and dissident voices in Israel,” argued anthropologist Baruch Kimmerling, “sound from the ranks of the academy, or are supported by its faculty members.”30 While admitting that not all members of the Israeli academy can be counted among supporters of Palestinian rights, Kimmerling nevertheless insisted that the international academic community refrain from enacting the boycott, so as to safeguard Israeli universities as a platform for progressive mobilization.31 Most recently, in 2023, the Israeli Anthropological Association came out in opposition to the second referendum on the academic boycott at the American Anthropological Association, claiming it would be counterproductive to boycott Israeli universities that are, in fact, “at the forefront of the struggle to maintain democracy and equal rights.”32

Liberal Israeli scholars, then, join with their right-wing compatriots in their opposition to the academic boycott, arguing that Israeli universities and their faculty are being mistakenly—and therefore unjustly—targeted. They do so based on the foundational claim that Israeli universities must be institutionally distinguished from the Israeli state. For too long, the Western academic community has taken these claims at face value.

This book therefore begins with the question posed by Palestinian civil society, and which Israeli academia has endeavored to foreclose: Are Israeli universities complicit in the violation of Palestinian rights?

The book seeks to answer this question by revealing how Israeli universities are entangled with Israeli systems of oppression. It does so by drawing on the extensive research conducted by Palestinian scholars and civil society organizations, as well as by making the evaluation of the data about the complicity of Israeli universities—which has been kept principally as an internal Jewish-Israeli conversation—subject to international debate.33

My position as a white, Jewish-Israeli citizen awarded me ready access to Israeli state and military archives and libraries, where I read official policy documents, state and military memos, government-sponsored research reports, newspapers, books from Israeli academic presses, and unpublished master’s and doctoral theses approved by the Israeli universities themselves. This vast trove of papers demonstrates, in great detail, Israeli universities’ many ties to the Israeli state, including to its apparatuses of violence. It offers abundant data about the theories, expertise, infrastructure, and technologies developed in and through Israeli universities to support Israeli territorial, demographic, and military projects. Yet, such archives exist almost exclusively in Hebrew and remain mostly inaccessible to audiences outside of Israel. This book, then, translates, synthesizes, and critically analyzes this data and existing research to make it more widely accessible to the international academic community.

My status enabled me to enter Israeli universities and observe conferences and events across campuses. There I could witness the terms under which the discourse on Palestine and Palestinians develops and unfolds, and how Palestinian and critical Jewish-Israeli students and faculty navigate university life and politics. I conducted interviews with Palestinian students and Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli faculty, many of whom were willing to share their experiences and analyses. Yet they consistently asked to have their names withheld for fear of retaliation both within and outside their universities. Honoring this request, I omit identifying information and use pseudonyms whenever quoting or directly drawing on interviews. In the process of research and writing, I also engaged the analyses of Palestinian student organizers, many of whom advocate for transparency about their universities to help build the international pressure that they believe—in contrast with the Jewish-Israeli “self-styled progressives” gatekeeping their opinions from international discourse—is required for these institutions to be decolonized and remade.

This book also draws on critical Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli academic scholarship on the Israeli system of higher education. Palestinian scholars have been interrogating Israeli universities for decades. They have studied and analyzed the limits imposed on Palestinian knowledge production, pedagogy, and expression on Israeli campuses, as well as Israeli violations of the right to education of millions of Palestinians living under military occupation.34 This analysis has been built upon by several Jewish-Israeli scholars, who have critically examined the universities designed for their own benefit, as well as the mechanisms by which both Palestinian and Jewish anticolonial thought was excluded from academic spaces.35 This book, a comprehensive study of the Israeli university, builds on this rich body of work to demonstrate the complicity of Israeli institutions of higher education in Israel’s projects of settler colonialism and apartheid.

On Apartheid and the Academic Boycott

After decades of sustained research and advocacy by Palestinian scholars, activists, and human rights and civil society organizations, there is growing worldwide recognition of the Israeli regime of apartheid imposed over the Palestinian people.36 In 2021, Human Rights Watch issued a detailed report concluding that the actions of the Israeli state—the systemic oppression of Palestinians across Israel and in the OPT, the inhumane acts committed against them, and the intent to maintain this domination—together constitute the crimes against humanity of apartheid and persecution.37 This was followed in 2022 by an Amnesty International report, which likewise determined that Israel operates a system of apartheid against the entire Palestinian people, including refugees, and called for pressure by the international community to dismantle it.38 Even major Israeli human rights organizations B’Tselem and Yesh Din issued reports recognizing, albeit within their own conceptual limitations, Israel’s regime of apartheid.39

Leading Palestinian human rights organization Al-Haq has documented an increase in discussions of Israeli apartheid in the United Nations Human Right Council (UNHRC), and growing official recognition of Israeli apartheid by state governments, such as South Africa and Namibia.40 Notably, the UNHRC Commission of Inquiry’s first report on Israeli discrimination against Palestinian citizens of Israel, Palestinians in the OPT, and Palestinian refugees and exiles abroad, also cited the 1973 International Convention on the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid.41

On the heels of this emerging consensus, there is growing recognition in the international community of how Israeli practices are rooted in settler colonialism. This is evident in the 2022 report of Michael Lynk, former UN special rapporteur of human rights in the Palestinian Territory occupied since 1967. In his report, Lynk determined that Israel’s political system in the OPT qualifies as apartheid, which, he acknowledged, directly resulted from Israel’s settler-colonial project in the West Bank, including East Jerusalem.42 The current UN special rapporteur, Francesca Albanese, similarly noted that Israel’s practice of intentionally seizing Palestinian land and seeking to replace indigenous Palestinians with Jewish-Israelis in the OPT is not only a war crime under the Rome Statute, but a “hallmark of settler colonialism.”43 Albanese concluded that the comprehensive view of Israeli practices of apartheid required recognition of its settler-colonial “root causes.”44 Building on years of research and advocacy by Palestinian scholars, legal experts, and civil society organizations, Al-Haq in 2022 detailed in a comprehensive report how Israeli military occupation and apartheid are tools of Israel’s decades-long project of settler colonialism. Palestinian civil society coalitions argue that Israeli apartheid cannot be fully dismantled without recognition of Israeli settler colonialism, which they regard to be as old as the Israeli state, and are calling for the academic boycott as an essential step toward decolonization.45

In January 2023, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) joined the BDS Movement, the Palestinian NGO Network, the Palestinian Ministry of Justice, and the Palestinian Human Rights Organizations Council to issue a historic anti-apartheid statement and call to action. Collectively, they called for building a global front to end Israeli settler colonialism, apartheid, and occupation and advocated for Palestinian rights as stipulated in international law and UN resolutions.46 This broad Palestinian coalition explained apartheid as both a tool and manifestation of Israeli settler colonialism, which must be dismantled so that Palestinians can exercise their inalienable rights, as stipulated in international law. They called on the international community to participate in the BDS movement, including the sanctioning of complicit Israeli academic institutions.47

Palestinian civil society has thus drawn for Israeli universities a clear road map to decolonization. They have called on the international community to guide its implementation by at the very least “ending complicity” in the system of oppression.

Yet despite repeated calls by Palestinians to hold accountable the very institutions implicated in Israeli violations of international law, even the growing global recognition of Israeli settler colonialism and apartheid often overlooks Israeli universities. This book intends to contribute to international conversations about holding Israeli universities accountable, by documenting the material ways in which they are implicated in the systemic violation of Palestinian rights and academic freedom. Israeli universities have often been exceptionalized by scholars in the Western-dominated academic community and have been shielded from many of the criticisms directed at peer institutions in other settler states. Yet it is precisely in this that Israeli universities stand apart. As academic institutions directly and actively implicated in what has overwhelmingly been recognized as a regime of apartheid, Israeli universities are continually exempted, or “singled out,” from the Palestinian demands for justice.

This exemption is all the more striking considering the degree to which Israeli universities are embedded in the Israeli state’s systems of oppression and racial domination against Palestinians. Tel Aviv University’s Erez program and institutional ties to the Israeli security state are by no means exceptional. There are eight major public Israeli universities. They are all directly governed by the Israeli Council for Higher Education and largely funded by its Planning and Budgeting Committee.48 As this book will show, all eight universities operate in direct service of the state and serve critical functions in sustaining its policies, and thereby constitute central pillars of Israeli settler colonialism.

The Settler University

Settler-colonial states are founded through foreign invasion, with the objective of eliminating Native inhabitants and establishing a settler nation on Native land. Settlers seek to replace the Natives and claim the territory as their own.49 Settler colonialism is therefore understood as a distinct form of colonial governance, because it centers domination over land, which, in effect, becomes domination over life. To maintain their settler state and make the place their home, settlers must continually reassert their exclusive claim to the land, making the violent campaign to disappear the land’s Indigenous peoples into an ongoing process of invasion and dispossession rather than a single or historical event.50 As Audra Simpson illuminates, this settling of land and of consciousness continually builds “moral and political worlds,” as well as physical ones, “atop the worlds of others.”51

The logic of elimination and replacement that typifies settler-colonial states is constitutive of the Zionist movement and the Israeli state.52 The stated mission of the Zionist movement was to settle in historic Palestine and establish a Jewish majority as the basis for a Jewish state. From the dawn of the movement and for decades afterward, Zionist leaders, organizations, and institutions openly called their project the “colonization” of Palestine.53 For Zionist leaders and later for the Israeli government, this has entailed pursuing a deliberate strategy of Jewish migration and settlement, with the aim of expelling the indigenous Palestinians and altering the land’s racial composition. The planned and incremental dispossession of Palestinians by the Zionist movement over half a century was consolidated and accelerated with the 1948 mass expulsion during the establishment of Israel, what Palestinians call the Nakba (catastrophe).54 With Israel’s founding, the state continued this territorial and demographic program of replacement, officially terming it “Judaization.”55 In the decades since, Israel has worked to maintain a demographic superiority and population distribution, so as to undermine Palestinian claims to their lands and to self-determination.56

From the start, Israeli academia has been entangled in this territorial project of replacement central to Israeli state building. Indeed, before even the founding of Israel, the Zionist movement founded three universities, which were explicitly to serve the movement’s territorial objectives in Palestine. First, in 1918, Hebrew University was established as a comprehensive university and center for the formation of a new collective Jewish-Zionist identity and nation. Founded at the apex of Mt. Scopus, it was also built as a strategic outpost for the Zionist movement to stake symbolic and political claim to Jerusalem.57 Likewise, the Technion in Haifa and the Weizmann Institute in Rehovot were established to advance the scientific and technological development of Israel as a Jewish state in historic Palestine.58

In the lead-up to the 1948 war, these three institutions of higher education were directly recruited to support the violent dispossession required for Zionist territorial expansion. The leading Zionist militia, the Haganah, established a Science Corps, which opened bases on all three campuses to research and refine military capabilities. Throughout the 1948 war, the universities helped sustain the Haganah and other militias in their mass expulsion of Palestinians to establish the state of Israel.59 Faculty and students developed and manufactured weapons, as their campuses, equipment, and expertise were put to the service of Zionist militias. With the establishment of Israel, the Technion and the Weizmann Institute came to anchor the state’s scientific-military capabilities (chapter 3).60

Over the state’s first two decades, prominent academics further aligned with political leaders, and the government consolidated its power over higher education.61 By the late 1960s, Israel’s “Judaization” program had expanded on multiple frontiers. Now, new Israeli universities were built to anchor this territorial and demographic project, their campuses constructed as strategic regional outposts that impelled both Palestinian enclosure and Jewish settlement expansion.

In the largest city of the Palestinian-majority Galilee, Israel developed and granted full accreditation to the University of Haifa in 1972. That same year, Israel built Ben-Gurion University in the center of the Naqab (Negev), the region most sparsely populated by Jewish-Israelis. Israeli universities created facts on the ground in the form of permanent Jewish settlements in the OPT after 1967. Hebrew University expanded its Mt. Scopus campus into occupied East Jerusalem, while Ariel University received full accreditation in 2012 as the newest Israeli university in the occupied West Bank. Across their localities, these universities were planned and built to serve as pillars of regional demographic engineering (chapter 2).

The 1967 occupation of the Gaza Strip and West Bank, including East Jerusalem, further entrenched how academia produced expertise on behalf of Israeli military governance. Claiming new territory while differentially ruling Jewish and Palestinian citizens, as well as Palestinian subjects living under military occupation, required new and expanded capabilities. Diverse academic disciplines immediately stepped in to produce this knowledge for use by the Israeli state, and in so doing expanded their own scholarly frontiers. Archaeology, legal studies, and Middle East studies, among other fields in Israeli academia, continue to serve the state and its maintenance of a regime of apartheid (chapter 1).

Israeli academic knowledge production developed through ties to the Israeli government and military in the OPT and was often itself steered toward direct military applications. Israeli universities designed—and continue to run—tailored academic programs to train soldiers and security forces to carry out their work and to enhance their operations. The development of Israeli higher education was imbricated with the rise of Israeli military industries, and Israeli universities still sustain them. Rafael and Israeli Aerospace Industries, two of Israel’s largest weapons producers, developed out of infrastructure laid by the Weizmann Institute and the Technion. Today, Israeli universities collaborate with Israeli weapons corporations to research and develop technology that is used by the Israeli military and security state in the OPT. This technology is later sold abroad as field-tested or “battle proven” (chapter 3).

The institutional commitment of Israeli universities to the state have profoundly shaped the opportunities and experiences of their Palestinian faculty and junior scholars. After decades where critical research was foreclosed, in the 1980s and 1990s, Palestinian and some Jewish-Israeli scholars created new openings to explore the histories and structures of violence and oppression of the Israeli state. This scholarship and the foundational debates it instigated were immediately marked as out of bounds, with researchers and faculty facing harassment and silencing campaigns. This backlash has escalated over the past two decades, as university administrations aligned with the state and Israeli far-right groups to more narrowly define permissible research, teaching, and discourse on their campuses (chapter 4).

Palestinian students, too, are deeply affected. From its founding, Israel has limited Palestinian citizen access to education, and universities have restrained and conditioned Palestinian enrollment.62 University administrations continue to curtail Palestinian presence and learning on their campuses, and persistently collaborate with the Israeli government in repressing their Palestinian students, and particularly student organizers (chapter 5). Israeli universities violate the foundational academic freedoms of their Palestinian and critical Jewish-Israeli faculty and students, excluding knowledge production, pedagogies, and expression that challenge the systems of oppression unfolding daily just beyond and within their campuses.

In the OPT, Palestinian higher education has long been under Israeli siege and, currently, is under escalating attack. Since their establishment, Palestinian universities have been governed by the Israeli military, subjugated by the state to prevent them from becoming sites of Palestinian resistance. In the occupied West Bank, including East Jerusalem, Palestinian universities are subjected to bureaucratic restrictions that isolate and obstruct them, as well as recurrent military closures and raids, and the abduction, detention, and torture of faculty and students. In the Gaza Strip, Palestinian universities have been subject to Israeli aerial bombardment and remain suffocated under an illegal blockade. Far from defending the academic freedoms of faculty and students in the OPT, Israeli universities continue to sustain the military system that rules them and to subdue Palestinian student mobilization for liberation and true equality on their own campuses (chapter 6).

Together, the chapters in this book document how Israeli universities actively sustain Israeli settler colonialism, military occupation, and apartheid, as well as their own complicity in the ongoing violation of Palestinian rights as recognized under international law. It is on the basis of these universities’ collaboration with the Israeli state that Palestinian civil society, including the Palestinian Federation of Unions of University Professors and Employees, has called for the international community to enact the academic boycott.63

Israeli academics are frequently incensed at the BDS movement’s call for accountability. They refuse to accept that Palestinian scholars and civil society leaders are making demands on them and consistently foreclose the very conversations that the Israeli academy should instead be undertaking: how to remake their universities as institutions working against—and not in service of—Israeli settler colonialism and apartheid.64

These are undoubtedly challenging conversations to initiate, as is always the case when grappling with accountability for violence committed onto others. But as Eve Tuck and K. Wang Yang argue, “decolonization is not a metaphor.” The decolonization of universities is and should be unsettling.65 In the face of the boycott, Israeli academics consistently make “settler moves to innocence”—that is, actions that preserve the structure of the settler state and the violence that sustains it—while denying that they bear any responsibility for their universities’ role in violating Palestinian rights.66 But as Indigenous and other scholars of settler colonialism have shown, colonial education systems are structurally sustained by the scholars who work within them. Inhabiting the settler university, Suriamurthee Moonsamy Maistry argues, is a “state of complicity by default.”67 As scholars of education demonstrate, academics are not “innocent of power” nor exterior to the conditions that make their institutions.68 They are implicated in perpetuating the coloniality of their universities and cannot simply opt out of this complicity.69

Israeli scholars, then, bear structural individual responsibility for their universities. Even so, the Palestinian call for boycott is directed only at institutions. The BDS call has, in fact, extended an “unambiguous invitation” to conscientious Israeli academics to become active participants and partners in the struggle for Palestinian liberation.70

In the tradition of the African National Congress in South Africa and other Indigenous movements across the world, Palestinians are holding Israeli universities accountable for sustaining the violent settler regime that rules, dispossesses, and subjugates them. In South Africa, some white faculty and students heeded the call from the ANC—echoed by the international community—and demanded that their universities sever their ties with the apartheid regime and take meaningful steps toward decolonization.71 Palestinians are calling on scholars across the world to guide Israeli academics to demand the same.




PART 1
Complicity




1

Expertise of Subjugation


“We, in Israel, have a major role in developing the law in this area, because we are at the forefront of the fight against terrorism. This is gradually being accepted in both the world and the Israeli legal system … What we do becomes the law.” —Professor Asa Kasher, Tel Aviv University1

“What we do today is a revision of international law, and if you do something long enough, then the world will accept it. All international law is based on the fact that an act that is forbidden today becomes permissible, if enough countries do it … When we started to define the conflict with the Palestinians as armed conflict, it was a dramatic switch … It took four months and four planes to change the United States’s mind on the issue, and if it wasn’t for those four planes I’m not sure we could develop the thesis of a war on terror to the dimensions we developed it today.” —Daniel Reisner, former head of the Department of International Law, Advocate General’s Corps2



On December 27, 2008, an Israeli targeted airstrike killed eighty-nine Palestinian police cadets during their graduation ceremony in the Gaza Strip.3 This strike was no accident. It was planned for months in advance and discussed at length in the Israeli Military Advocate General’s Corps, responsible for the rule of law in the Israeli military.4 Specifically, the proposed airstrike was brought to the Corps’ Department of International Law, which has increasingly played a key role in military decision-making, its jurists routinely advising senior Israeli commanders during the planning and execution of military operations. These military jurists thus not only offer legal advice, but shape how laws of war are interpreted and how military violence is waged.5

The Department of International Law approved the targeted airstrike, thus initiating Israel’s 2008–9 offensive on the Gaza Strip. Under the leadership of Colonel Pnina Sharvit Baruch, department jurists had contended that the police cadets could be considered combatants and, therefore, legitimate targets, because they would likely be absorbed into military forces that fall under Hamas authority in fighting the impending Israeli military offensive.6 The execution of the Israeli air strike itself, in other words, changed the designation of the cadets it targeted from civilians to combatants.7 This argument has since been criticized by both international human rights organizations and legal scholars as unduly expanding the definition of legitimate targets and as an unusual if not improper reading of international humanitarian law.8 Nevertheless, the department sent its jurists to the operation rooms on the Israeli designated border of the Gaza Strip for the remainder of the offensive, sanctioning tactics that were widely criticized by the international community as war crimes.9

Not even two weeks after a ceasefire was signed toward the end of the offensive, Tel Aviv University announced it had appointed Sharvit Baruch as a lecturer in its Faculty of Law. Moving directly from overseeing the 2008–9 offensive on the Gaza Strip, Sharvit Baruch was hired to teach a course on international law the following semester.10 Sharvit Baruch’s appointment to the Faculty of Law was broadly celebrated, except for opposition by a few university faculty and student groups who decried her role in sanctioning war crimes and compromising the academic integrity of legal studies.11 Responding immediately to the criticism, Minister of Defense Ehud Barak contacted the university administration to support the appointment, and Prime Minister Ehud Olmert preemptively threatened to withhold funding from universities that would reject faculty based on their work for the Israeli military.12

Meanwhile, Tel-Aviv University resolutely stood by the appointment and declared that “it does not intend to scrutinize or evaluate the legal, political, and moral positions of its teachers.”13 Yet the university administration did, in fact, evaluate and hire Sharvit Baruch precisely on the basis of her legal, political, and moral positions. She was hired because of this very expertise, which she gained exclusively during her service in the Military Advocate General’s Corps.

In her transition from head of the Military Department of International Law to Tel Aviv University, Sharvit Baruch continued her service to the state. As a senior research fellow and director of the Law and National Security Program at the Institute for National Security Studies (INSS), she currently facilitates collaboration between military personnel and academics to develop interpretations of international law that defend Israeli military operations and policy. These interpretations include defenses of military tactics she personally oversaw.

During Sharvit Baruch’s tenure, the Israeli military has legalized “roof knocking,” a practice of shooting relatively smaller munitions at buildings, ostensibly to warn Palestinian civilians immediately before they are bombed. First put into practice during the 2008–9 offensive on the Gaza Strip, the Israeli military leadership hoped the accompanying legal framework offered by the Department of International Law would help clear it of accountability for subsequent Palestinian civilian casualties.14 But “roof knocking” was deemed inadequate as a measure to protect civilians, and condemned by the UN and international human rights organizations.15 Israel nevertheless continued extensively using this tactic in its subsequent offensives on the Gaza Strip in 2012, 2014, and 2021.16 Even in the face of the international condemnations and investigations that followed, the INSS Law and National Security Program has continued to formulate legal defenses of “roof knocking” to sustain Israeli military doctrines.17

This chapter investigates how Israeli academic disciplines have developed in service of the Israeli government and security state, and, crucially, how they continue to materially support state projects. Dominant paradigms in diverse disciplines are entangled with, and structurally complicit in sustaining, Israeli apartheid and military occupation, and their ongoing infringements of Palestinian human rights. Leading departments and scholars across disciplines have subordinated their intellectual inquiry to the requirements of the Israeli state, as illuminated by three representative case studies.

First, the discipline of archaeology constructs evidence to support Israeli land claims through erasure of Arab and Muslim history, and substantiates Israeli use of excavations to expand Jewish settlement and expropriate Palestinian land. Second, legal studies—including ethics, law, and criminology—create a discursive and legal infrastructure to justify Israeli violations of international human rights law and the laws of war, continually developing legal interpretations that shield the Israeli state from accountability for its illegal military tactics and permanent military occupation. Third, Middle East studies produces racialized, militarized knowledge about the Middle East that offers a framework to legitimize Israeli violence against Palestinians, and commits regional and linguistic expertise and academic training to the Israeli military and security state. Through their structural ties and collaboration with the Israeli state, these disciplines have themselves become integral sites of knowledge production that maintain, develop, and refine Israel’s systems of apartheid and military occupation.

Archaeology

On the night of August 6, 2022, Israeli soldiers drove into the Palestinian village of Susiya in the South Hebron Hills of the occupied West Bank. They handcuffed and blindfolded Nasser Nawaja, a longtime activist and advocate for Palestinian residents in the region. Soldiers took Nawaja to a military facility, where he was kept—still handcuffed and blindfolded—for twelve hours, before being brought in for interrogation with the Shin Bet. The Israeli officer asked Nawaja about his activism and demanded that he “stop causing trouble,” before releasing him home.18 Nawaja had been through this before. As a leading advocate against the planned expulsion of his community of over 350 Palestinian residents of Susiya, he has been routinely retaliated against by Israeli forces.19 The primary reasoning behind the impending expulsion of Susiya residents: an Israeli archeological site on village lands.

At Susiya, archeological digs are used to service the expansion of Israeli military control and Jewish-Israeli settlement. Palestinians have lived in the village of Susiya since at least the early twentieth century; the Israeli military government itself initially recognized the village, as well as the documentation validating the Palestinian private ownership of much of its lands.20 Yet under the aegis of archeological research—and with the aid of Israeli universities—this recognition has gradually been entirely rescinded.

Joint military and archeological surveys and mapping of the area around the village of Susiya began in 1969 and excavations commenced in 1971.21 The digs were pioneered by the Institute of Archaeology at Hebrew University. The first Israeli academic archeological center, it was established as its own institute, with no coincidence, in the wake of Israel’s occupation of Palestinian Territory in 1967.22 Hebrew University archeologist Shmarya Guttman oversaw the digs, through which Israel claimed to have uncovered the ruins of a synagogue and a Jewish town that date back to the fourth century CE.23

Since the first digs at Susiya, archeological research and Jewish-Israeli settlement have expanded in tandem. Akiva London, who participated in the digs under Guttman and would later become an archeologist at Bar-Ilan University, returned to the area in 1981 as one of the founding members of the settlement Carmel overlooking Susiya. Recalling the decision to establish Carmel, London explained that he came to know the location through the archeological excavations and became concerned that the area was “entirely empty of Jewish settlement.”24 In 1983, following the expansion of excavations, Jewish settlers established a settlement adjacent to the archaeological site. In an attempt to erase the contemporary Palestinian village, they named the Jewish settlement Susya and declared that they were “reclaiming” Jewish presence on the land.25 London was one of the leaders of the development of the archeological site at Susiya and later moved his family to the settlement of Susya.26

This explicit use of proximity to an archeological research site to expand settlement construction proved only the first step. In 1986, the Israeli military occupation administration, euphemistically called the Civil Administration, officially recognized Susya as a national archeological site. Following this decision, Israel expelled Palestinian residents of Susiya who had lived there for generations and transferred some of their privately owned lands to the jurisdiction of the settlement of Susya.27

Archeological excavation in Susiya led by Israeli academics has continued through the 1990s. The digs at the village of Susiya were expanded by the Israeli Antiquities Authority as well as by Hebrew University professors Yizhar Hirschfeld and Avraham Negev.28 Ruins of a mosque were also found on the very same site as the synagogue, yet these were swiftly erased from the historical record; there is no mention of them in official documentation or at the site itself.29 The Israeli state narrative about Jewish and Muslim life at Susiya has been selectively and unscientifically shaped by Israeli archeologists. Israeli research on Susiya has focused almost exclusively on the time between the first Byzantine and the Islamic periods, when the city was settled by Jews. Research and documentation of life in Susiya during the Muslim periods were not conducted, and archeological layers of the site covering the last 500 years of the city—including generations of Palestinian life at the village—were almost entirely destroyed.30

This historical and contemporary removal of Palestinians is ongoing. Since Israel’s expulsion of the Palestinian residents of Susiya from their original village in 1986, they have resided on their agricultural lands. The Israeli military has since repeatedly expelled them. Each time they have returned to increasingly smaller plots of their lands, because Jewish-Israeli settlers have replaced them. In parallel, Israeli settlers have expanded the settlement of Susya and built two new unauthorized settlement outposts, one of which was established on the lands of the archaeological park of ancient Susiya.31 Archaeological arguments have meanwhile been repeatedly used to justify the Israeli settler and military occupation of Susiya’s lands.

Akiva London, as one of the leaders of the local settler movement from the Department of Land of Israel Studies and Archaeology at Bar-Ilan University, drew on his status and expertise to undermine Palestinian legal petitions and claims to their lands. Echoing familiar settler-colonial tropes justifying the replacement of Indigenous peoples, London asserted that the Palestinian lands of Susiya had been “totally empty,” with Palestinian families living there only seasonally, and that they had settled on Israeli state lands only after the state recognized the archaeological site.32 Repeating unscientific arguments made by his peers at Hebrew University and upholding the selective preservation used to curate the archaeological site, London claimed that Susyia was a “Jewish city” that has been “almost entirely preserved.”33 Further protecting this historic Jewish town, he argued, required keeping Susiya’s Palestinians off the land.34

With backing from the Israeli military, Jewish-Israeli settlers keep Susiya’s Palestinians away from their agricultural lands through physical attacks and intimidation, poisoning their water sources and destroying their crops and property.35 Legal appeals by Palestinian residents of Susiya to request a master plan that would allow them to build proper housing and legally reside in their town have been repeatedly denied, and their community remains unrecognized by Israel. The Israeli military and Civil Administration issued demolition orders for the homes of Palestinian residents of Susiya in 2017, and they continue to live under the permanent threat of demolition and complete expulsion from their lands.36

Living in this state of violence and uncertainty takes a high toll on Susiya’s residents, as Nawaja describes: “Everyone in the village is living on their nerves … We’re afraid the Israelis might come at any time. We panic every time we hear cars approaching.”37 Yet they are determined to remain and practice sumud (steadfastness), as Nawaja makes clear: “This is my land. My mother gave birth to me in Susya. My father is a refugee from 1948, and I am a refugee from 1986. I don’t want my children to be refugees … This is my place. My life is here; the land, the olive trees, the grapes. If I lose this, I lose my life as well.”38

Meanwhile, the Jewish settlement of Susya sustains its residents using revenue from the archaeological site by offering guided activities and tours and selling honey, olive oil, and wine produced by local settlements. The settlement also continues to facilitate unprofessional digs, in which students and other untrained private Israeli citizens can actively participate in the excavations, in the service of state narratives and claims to the land.39 At Susiya, archaeological research serves to transform both the history and the archaeological remnants of a Palestinian village that dates back hundreds of years, thereby facilitating the dispossession of its current Palestinian residents and their replacement with Jewish-Israeli settlers.

The story of Susiya is a familiar one in the landscape of Israeli archaeology. Archaeological inquiry has long constituted an important site of identity formation and nation-building for the Zionist movement. Drawing on extensive fieldwork with Israeli archaeologists across sites of excavation, anthropologist Nadia Abu El-Haj has shown that Israeli archeological practice establishes an “evidentiary terrain” to substantiate the identity of the land as an intrinsically Jewish space and thereby to claim historic Palestine as the Jewish national home.40 Routinely drawing on the Bible in scientific and historical inquiry and interpreting scientific objects and artifacts through Biblical text, Israeli archeology has emerged as a key site for Israeli assertion of an ancient—and, ostensibly, uninterrupted—Jewish presence in Palestine. Simultaneously, archaeological research was used to efface any Palestinian and Arab claims and evidence of centuries of existence on this very same land.41

Through seizing control of archaeological sites, museums, and artifacts, Israel has claimed ownership over the history of the entire territory under its governance. In so doing, the state of Israel not only seeks to erase Palestinian, Arab, Christian, and Muslim history, but to appropriate all Jewish heritage in the region as its own.42

Israeli archaeological theft and appropriation through occupation is a longstanding practice. It is also often publicly conducted, and Israel openly displays stolen artifacts in its own museums. Such is the case of the Dead Sea Scrolls seized from the Palestine Archaeological Museum. First opened to the public in 1901, the Palestine Archaeological Museum was reestablished and reopened in its current location in East Jerusalem in 1938. It housed thousands of artifacts uncovered by archaeological excavations or purchased throughout the twentieth century up until 1948.43 Among the museum’s most significant artifacts were collections of scrolls discovered in the Qumran caves in the West Bank, which were put on display beginning in 1960 and declared national heritage artifacts under the jurisdiction of the Jordanian government.44 With Israel’s occupation of East Jerusalem in 1967, Israeli military forces invaded the museum. Soldiers used the Palestinian staff as human shields and looted many of the antiquities.45 In violation of the Hague Convention, Israel transformed the Palestine Archaeological Museum into the current headquarters of the Israeli Department of Antiquities and renamed it the Rockefeller Museum.46

Since bringing the Palestine Archaeological Museum under its military control, Israel has continuously removed artifacts for display at the Israel Museum and international exhibits. The Dead Sea Scrolls were seized from occupied East Jerusalem and transformed into the centerpiece of the Israel Museum’s permanent exhibit in West Jerusalem.47 As the Palestinian Authority and Palestinian and international legal experts have demonstrated, the Dead Sea Scrolls are artifacts discovered and preserved in the Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT) and, as such, are governed by international law and the 1954 Hague Convention.48 The scrolls do not constitute Israeli property simply because they are also of Jewish heritage and the Israeli state wishes to claim them. In 2011, Palestine joined as a member of UNESCO with intent to petition for international recognition of sites in the OPT as Palestinian cultural heritage and for the repatriation of artifacts stolen by Israel.49

The Israeli government, in collaboration with departments of archaeology from across Israeli universities, has nevertheless continued to display and research the scrolls at the Israel Museum and to showcase and internationally circulate stolen artifacts.50 Israeli universities have also continued to conduct illegal archeological excavations in and around the Qumran caves in the occupied West Bank, through which they have discovered and seized additional scrolls and other artifacts. Most recently, between 2017 and 2019, Hebrew University archaeologists led an expedition in the Qumran caves and claimed the artifacts for their own research.51 In 2021, Tel Aviv University and the Weizmann Institute collaborated with the Israeli Antiquity Authority to conduct research on additional scrolls excavated and seized from Wadi Murabba’at near Qumran in the occupied West Bank.52

Over decades, the academice discipline of Israeli archaeology has developed in tandem with Israel’s military occupation. Archeologists entered the Palestine Archaeological Museum on the heels of the Israeli military in 1967. Just days later, Israel convened an Archaeological Council to take control over ancient sites in the newly occupied Palestinian territory.53 The Israeli Department of Antiquities conducted its first archaeological “emergency survey” in the occupied Palestinian West Bank and Syrian Golan Heights in 1968, and Israeli archaeologists from across Israeli universities began excavations immediately afterward.54 The Israeli military body charged with governing the OPT, the Civil Administration, promptly initiated and approved hundreds of digs across the occupied West Bank, adding thousands of sites to Israel’s archaeological inventory. Israeli archaeologists formed close professional and scholarly relationships with the Civil Administration, paving the way for research excavations in the occupied West Bank that lay the groundwork for the development of the discipline of archaeology in Israel.55

The departments of archaeology across Israeli universities continue to work closely with the Israeli Antiquities Authority, the Israeli military, and the Civil Administration to conduct excavations and research in archeological sites in the OPT.56 International law strictly regulates the use of archaeological research by occupying powers. Under the Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property, Regulation 43 of the Annex to the Hague Convention, and UNESCO’s guidelines, occupying powers are prohibited from carrying out their own routine excavations, and are instructed to support local authorities in preserving cultural treasures and sites.57 In explicit violation of these regulations outlined in international law, Israel has taken full control over all antiquity sites in the OPT. Over 2,600 ancient sites in the occupied West Bank are currently overseen by the Staff Officer for Archaeology of Israel’s Civil Administration, and an advisory council including four elected faculty from Israeli universities.58 All Israeli universities collaborate with the Staff Officer of Archaeology to conduct archaeological excavations in the OPT, including on privately owned Palestinian lands, lending academic legitimacy to illegal seizure of antiquity sites and artifacts by the Israeli state.59

Excavations led by academic departments of archaeology have eliminated and erased Palestinian and Muslim artifacts, compromising scientific standards to advance Israeli claims to land. Their faculty and students continue to collaborate with Jewish-Israeli settlers, using archaeological excavations to illegally displace Palestinian communities and legitimatize or expand settlements on privately owned Palestinian lands, such as the case of Khirbet al-Mazra’a, an excavation supported by Bar-Ilan University. In further violation of international law, the Staff Officer for Archaeology frequently gives private settler entities authority to manage and develop antiquity sites, such as in Tel Shiloh-Khirbet Seilun and the Biyar Aqueduct, and the Israeli Military Commander of the West Bank often places antiquity sites under the jurisdiction of nearby settlements, such as in Khirbet Alamit.60 All Israeli universities also conduct excavations in antiquity sites administered by Jewish settler organizations or settler regional councils.

These university collaborations with the Civil Administration in the OPT are ongoing. The Institute of Archaeology at Tel Aviv University has participated in and led surveys and digs across the occupied West Bank, including at Shiloh, South Mount Hebron, the Israeli-named mountain range the “Judean Hills,” and the city of Hebron.61 Digs at the archaeological site at Tel Rumeida, a neighborhood in the Palestinian city of Hebron, began with the establishment of a Jewish settlement there in 1984. That same year, Tel Aviv University professor Avi Ofer led excavations at the site, which were continued by the Antiquities Authority and researchers from Ariel University in 2014.62 The Civil Administration took over the site in 2017 and worked with local Jewish settlers at Tel Rumeida to open an archaeological park, partly on expropriated private Palestinian lands.63 The park has been visited by thousands of Israeli school children through a Ministry of Education program to legitimize the settlement in Hebron and narrate Jewish-Israeli presence there as a historical right.64 The Zinman Institute of Archaeology at the University of Haifa led digs in the Jordan Valley and a mountain range near Nablus, both in the OPT.65 The Department of Land of Israel Studies and Archaeology at Bar-Ilan University conducted excavations in the occupied West Bank in Khirbet Jib’it and Khirbet Marajim in 2020.66 Most recently in 2022, the department embarked on a new dig in Khirbet Tibnah on the lands of Palestinian residents of the villages of Nabi Saleh, Bayt Rima, and Deir Nidam.67

This selective and curated approach to archaeological research to support national aims has also long been a feature of Israeli governance of East Jerusalem. Shortly after occupying East Jerusalem, including the Old City, in 1967, Israel began solidifying claims to it. Just days into the occupation, Israel bulldozed the 700-year-old Maghariba Quarter and evicted its Palestinian inhabitants to clear a large plaza around the Western Wall for Jewish-Israeli visitors.68 After illegally annexing East Jerusalem and forcibly displacing many of its Palestinian residents, Israel declared the Old City an antiquity site, mandating that all rebuilding require approval from Jerusalem’s chief archaeologists.69 Simultaneously, the government issued a series of expropriation and demolition orders to expand and develop the historic Jewish Quarter for new Jewish-Israeli settlers.

Soon thereafter, the Israeli government supported archaeologists from Hebrew University to conduct excavations on the slopes of al-Haram al-Sharif (the Temple Mount) and later the new Jewish Quarter.70 Israeli excavations in the occupied Old City of Jerusalem quickly came under criticism by Palestinians and international scholars for their use of bulldozers to dig straight through strata from Arab/Islamic periods, removing findings from Islamic periods and leveling Islamic monuments. Israeli archeologists were further criticized for inadequate recording of data on remains that were destroyed or ignored, and for showing little interest in early Islamic history of the city. Excavating Jerusalem in this manner thus produced a new archaeological record, in which Jewish history was granted primary visibility in the city’s new landscape.71

This remains predominant practice in archaeological research in Jerusalem, and Israeli universities continue to participate in these unscientific excavations today. Such is the case at Ir David (City of David), an Israeli-designated archaeological site just outside the Old City walls, in the occupied East Jerusalem Palestinian neighborhood of Silwan. Inaugural digs there were led by Hebrew University Professor Yigal Shiloh in 1978.72 Multiple faculty from the institutes and departments of archaeology at Hebrew University, Tel Aviv University, and the University of Haifa have since participated in the digs at Ir David and other archaeological sites in the Old City in Jerusalem and its surrounding Palestinian neighborhoods.73

Ir David is currently part of a national park managed by the Israel Nature and Parks Authority, but the antiquity site itself is run by the Jewish settler organization Elad, whose declared mission is to “Judaize” Palestinian East Jerusalem neighborhoods.74 Elad advances archaeological excavations and tourism in Silwan in particular as part of its work to settle what Israel calls the “Holy Basin” around the Old City and undermine UN-stipulated Palestinian rights in East Jerusalem.75 Using the antiquity site as its base, Elad has facilitated the gradual Israeli encroachment on the surrounding Palestinian lands and the illegal takeover of Palestinian houses by Jewish settlers in Silwan.76

Like the antiquity site itself, the archival research and historical narrative of Ir David have been transferred to Jewish ownership.77 Freedom of Information Act requests filed by Emek Shaveh, an organization of Israeli human rights advocates and archaeologists outside Israeli universities, revealed significant compromises of professional standards in the digging of the “Path of the Pilgrims,” an underground tunnel connecting the antiquity site in Silwan to the Old City in Jerusalem that has been excavated and reopened by Elad.78 During the excavation, archaeologists uncovered the foundations of a wall identified as part of the Umayyad complex, built at the beginning of the Islamic period (the seventh century CE), which was identified in the al-Haram al-Sharif excavations by Hebrew University. The tunnel digs came under criticism for compromising scientific research by using horizontal digging, which prevented identification of different strata that might have otherwise been uncovered.79 Several high-ranking officials from the Israeli Antiquities Authority were among the opponents to the dig, sharply criticizing the excavations as “bad archaeology.”80

The tunnel was also met with strong opposition from the Palestinian community in Silwan, when the poorly regulated digging caused damage to local homes and was used to force residents out of their neighborhood.81 Structural damage to over thirty-eight Palestinian homes above the tunnel developed over a decade and has led to the collapse of a parking lot and stairs leading to a local mosque.82 Nevertheless, the tunnel was completed and inaugurated in 2019 by David Friedman, the Trump-appointed US ambassador to Israel, and Sheldon Adelson, major funder of the Netanyahu government and the Republican Party.83 The event was celebrated by the Israeli government and Elad as another step in the US normalization of Israel’s annexation of East Jerusalem, which has long been criticized as a violation of international law and remains unrecognized by the absolute majority of the international community.

As shown by Israeli archaeologists, journalists, and the official website of Ir David itself, the site has been transformed into a physical backdrop for the revival of Jewish Biblical stories, glossing over the gaps between Biblical texts and artifacts on the ground and completely erasing all other civilizations and histories of Silwan.84 This explicit use of archaeological knowledge production to expand illegal settlement in occupied East Jerusalem has not prevented departments and institutes of archaeology at Hebrew University, Tel Aviv University, and Bar-Ilan University from collaborating with Elad on joint courses, excavations, and research; featuring faculty on the Elad website; or speaking at Elad’s conferences and events. These collaborations lend academic legitimacy to an unscientific and illegal settlement project.85

Israeli archeologists conducting digs and research in the occupied West Bank, including East Jerusalem, are well aware of the illegality of their excavations. This has led some to obscure their names and details of their excavations, thus explicitly refusing to conduct transparent research. In a 2019 court case, the Jerusalem District Court accepted the request of the Staff Officer of Archaeology to withhold the names of archaeologists who received permits to conduct excavations in the occupied West Bank.86 The Staff Officer of Archaeology also withheld details of the permits, including the exact locations of the digs and artifacts. The grounds for concealment, which the court upheld, were expressly to protect these archaeologists from the academic boycott and to shield Israel from damage to its foreign relations.87

While most international academic journals categorically reject articles based on illegal excavations in the OPT by Israeli researchers, Israeli academic journals edited and peer-reviewed by Israeli scholars do not uphold these international standards.88 The Israeli discipline of archaeology has thus built its own insulated scholarly ecosystem governed by a shared, and seldom contested, Israeli nationalist agenda. In direct violation of international laws and regulations, Israeli archaeologists and universities continue to participate in excavations across the OPT. Departments lend their archaeological expertise to erase Palestinian, Arab, and Muslim history and buttress Biblical claims to territory that the Israeli government and settler movement are continuously working to appropriate. The discipline of archaeology thus structurally facilitates Israel’s illegal theft of Palestinian artifacts and lands and makes possible their continuous appropriation.

Legal Studies

Israel is an innovator in interpreting international humanitarian law, with the Occupied Palestinian Territory as its laboratory.89 Illegally governing the Palestinian population through military occupation for decades, Israel has developed a corpus of laws and legal interpretations to sanction its permanent military regime. As legal scholar Noura Erakat shows, this development expanded with rising Palestinian resistance throughout the Second Intifada, which began in 2000. As it waged military campaigns to subdue Palestinian protestors and insurgents—and came under international scrutiny—Israel began to advance arguments that its use of force against Palestinians constituted a new form of warfare, which could not be subject to regulation by existing bodies of law.90

To sidestep available legal frameworks, Israel argued that it was engaged in what it defined as “armed conflict short of war” against the Palestinians, constituting a sui generis situation (one of its own kind) to which existing laws of armed conflict could not be applied.91 Over the course of its interpretive innovations since, Israel has created the legal infrastructure to justify extrajudicial assassinations, torture, and deployment of what would otherwise be considered disproportionate use of force against civilian populations tantamount to war crimes.92

These legal doctrines have not merely been used to shield Israel from accountability in the international arena, they have transformed the arena itself. The United States, and other countries waging what they define as “counterterror campaigns” and “asymmetric wars,” have constructed their own legal interpretations based on Israeli theories, rendering new forms of devastating violence permissible and increasingly legitimate.93

Over the past two decades, faculties of law across Israeli universities have facilitated this legal innovation in service of the Israeli military and security state. Ethicists from philosophy departments have joined these efforts, theorizing and providing moral justification for Israeli policies and military operations, both in real time and during the international legal probes that followed. One of the philosophers leading this endeavor is Tel Aviv University professor and Israel’s distinguished ethicist Asa Kasher. Kasher established himself as an academic in the service of the state in 1994, when he collaborated with the Israeli military to write its code of ethics. Kasher was later joined by philosophers and legal scholars from across Israeli universities and the military to update the code.94 The revised document, titled Ruach Tsahal (the Israeli Defense Forces spirit), was officially adopted by the Israeli military and is conceptualized as an outline of its foundational values and as an ethical guide for its commanders and soldiers with concrete applications.95

Building on Ruach Tsahal, Asa Kasher began a long-standing collaboration with Major General Amos Yadlin to offer ethical guidance to the military. In 2001, the Israeli military’s International Law Department issued a legal opinion governing the nascent Israeli policy of targeted assassinations.96 Shortly thereafter, in 2002, Kasher and Yadlin joined a committee of military lawyers and academics that came together to formulate Israeli laws of war concerning targeted assassinations. Reportedly, committee members debated what number of Palestinian civilians it would be ethical to kill—in pursuit of a targeted assassination of a Palestinian defined, by Israel, as a militant—all to save a single Israeli. Answers varied between “zero” to “as many as needed”; and the committee average was 3.14 Palestinian civilian lives for 1 Israeli.97

Shortly thereafter, Kasher and Yadlin teamed up to write Israel’s “Ethical Doctrine for Combating Terror,” developed at the National Security College at the University of Haifa with a team of academic and military experts.98 The final document, supported by three military chiefs of staff who served during the height of the Second Intifada, was broadly considered to be Israel’s “counterterror doctrine” and the basis for its military guidelines.99 The doctrine was developed as part of a broader project of legal innovation led by Israeli military lawyers, with support from Israeli legal scholars and ethicists.

These theorizations and legal interpretations, Noura Erakat and Lisa Hajjar show, sanctioned practices that have been traditionally defined as extralegal in international humanitarian law.100 Israeli military operations and tactics deployed on the basis of this counterterror doctrine have since been repeatedly deemed war crimes by international human rights organizations.101 Yet the doctrine is continuously defended by Israeli scholars, who collaborate with Israeli military leadership to elaborate philosophical and legal theses for military commanders on the ground on its basis.

Tel Aviv University has offered itself as a key site for this military strategizing and legal innovation. At its Institute of National Security Studies (INSS), academic experts and senior security state personnel join forces to develop and publish legal guidance for the Israeli government and military. Major General Yadlin himself was appointed as director of the INSS, where he oversaw policy work and published legal guidelines elaborating on the counterterror doctrine for over a decade. In INSS journals, Kasher and Yadlin articulated further justifications for why the point of departure for their doctrine is not international law. They argue that traditional conceptions about the nature of warfare and how to restrict it do not apply to Israel’s “war on terror.”102 Kasher even proposed a new category to contravene the legal distinction between combatant and civilian when he coined the term “third population”—persons who appear to be noncombatants but may potentially interfere with Israeli military operations—in reference to Palestinian civilians.103

Building on these theorizations, Kasher and Yadlin lay philosophical foundations for the legitimacy of disproportionate killing. They argue that Israel can ethically and legally justify greater “collateral damage” of Palestinian civilian casualties than has been previously allowed under international law. They do so on the basis of an explicit ranking of Israel’s ethical obligation to safeguard human life, proposing that Israeli soldiers deployed to the OPT be placed above Palestinian civilians. As a result, they argue that it is in fact immoral for Israel to endanger its own soldiers in order to safeguard the lives of Palestinian civilians.104 This proposition, Noura Erakat argues, preemptively allows for more Palestinian civilian injuries and deaths in Israel’s calculus of proportionality in the advance planning of its military operations.105

Kasher and Yadlin’s hierarchy of human life was intended to serve as a practical guide for Israeli military commanders facing operational decisions, and its effects were evident in the military operations that followed. In its military offensives on the Gaza Strip in 2008–9, 2012, and 2014, Israel used aerial bombing and artillery shelling that killed thousands of Palestinian civilians, including hundreds of children, and left tens of thousands more severely injured and without homes.106 Israel waited ten days into its 2014 offensive to send in ground troops, and did so only after massive shelling and aerial bombardment had razed entire neighborhoods.107 Israeli combat soldiers deployed to the Gaza Strip reported that they were told by commanders that this execution of the offensive was intended to protect their lives in the ground incursion.108

Since Kasher and Yadlin, legal interpretations developed by faculty and research fellows at Tel Aviv University continue to shape Israeli military operations and to legitimize their tactics retrospectively.109 The INSS Law and National Security Program explicitly advances legal scholarship to mitigate international criticism of Israel and support it in evading accountability. Program director Pnina Sharvit Baruch contends that claims about the illegality of Israeli military actions are based on “tendentious interpretations” of the laws of war that greatly limit the freedom of military action.110 To counter this, Sharvit Baruch advocates that Israeli jurists promote interpretations that offer the military greater flexibility and remake international legal discourse in line with Israel’s vision:


In order to influence the laws of war and their interpretation, it is important that Israel and the Israeli military will be involved in this field. We must strengthen collaborations with legal advisers from other militaries and engage them in a fruitful professional discourse. We must initiate publications by legal scholars who understand the complexity of the battlefield and who will present the practical and applicable interpretation of the laws of war. We must also be active on blogs and online. It is important to attend professional conferences and maintain relationships with the scholars who influence the interpretation of the law.111



Sharvit Baruch herself has taken on the mantle. Following the UN Independent Investigation Commission’s report on Israel’s 2014 offensive on the Gaza Strip, which found Israel to have committed alleged violations of international humanitarian law and laws of war, Sharvit Baruch wrote a rebuttal.112 Her counterreport argues that the UN commission was ill-equipped to investigate Israel’s offensive. She grounds her arguments in opposition to its assessment of Israel’s disrespect of the principle of proportionality under international humanitarian law, which is based on the damage caused weighed against the military advantage achieved. Among other arguments, Sharvit Baruch contends that because the UN is not privy to Israel’s assessment of the military advantage achieved by its every aerial strike, the UN cannot possibly assess the proportionality of its military actions.113

Under Sharvit Baruch’s leadership, Israeli scholars continue to construct innovative legal interpretations to shield Israel from accountability, often in direct response to international condemnations or probes, and sometimes even anticipating them during Israeli operations in real time. In May of 2021, for instance, the Law and National Security Program offered a defense of Israel’s offensive in the Gaza Strip even as it was still being carried out, claiming that it cleared the threshold of proportionality based on its reading of excessive damage in international humanitarian law.114 More broadly, the program works to undermine the legal arguments and legitimacy of international human rights organizations and regulatory bodies. In 2022, the program published a rebuttal of Amnesty International’s report charging Israel with the crime of apartheid, as well as a report that delegitimized the International Criminal Court.115 The report put forward legal arguments challenging both the ICC’s jurisdiction and its definition of war crimes, as well as offering policy recommendations for the Israeli government to thwart investigations into Israeli activity in the OPT on this basis.116

Israeli legal studies offer a disciplinary home not only for constructing interpretations that justify Israeli state and military policies in the international arena but also for honing the mechanisms to enforce them. The Israeli discipline of criminology has developed and expanded through the Israeli occupation of Palestinian territory, particularly through collaboration with the Israeli National Police (INP) and the Israeli Security Agency, the Shin Bet. Criminologists serve a critical role in the operation of these policing apparatuses through collaborating on research, formulating policy recommendations, and offering tailored academic training to their personnel.

Governing all the territories under Israeli control requires close cooperation between the military, the INP, and the Shin Bet. As is typical of colonial administration, the Israeli governance of the OPT undermines any traditional jurisdictional distinction between foreign and domestic, military and police. As anthropologist Eilat Maoz shows, the INP is no exception. It serves alongside the Israeli military and Shin Bet as part of the governing apparatuses that establish Israeli sovereignty in the OPT, and the boundaries separating the three agencies are porous; these bodies have overlapping authority as well as shared missions and personnel.117 One quarter of the INP serve under Magav, the Israeli border police, which began as a military unit and over half of which remains staffed by soldiers during their mandatory military service.118 Recent INP commissioner Roni Alsheich was appointed to his role after leaving his position as deputy head of the Shin Bet.

As one of the central governing bodies of the OPT, the INP operates a designated police district for the occupied West Bank, and its jurisdiction extends to both Jewish-Israeli settlers and Palestinians. Though ruling both populations in the OPT, the INP governs them differently. Jewish-Israeli settlers arrested by the INP are processed under the Israeli legal system; Palestinians, meanwhile, are interrogated in Israeli police and Shin Bet facilities, and then transferred for trial and incarceration under the Israeli military court system.119

Israel’s use of the military court system as an apparatus of control over Palestinians has been extensively documented, as has its systematic violations of international law.120 Since 1967, it is estimated that over 800,000 Palestinians have been tried in the Israeli military court system, which holds a conviction rate of over 99 percent.121 The trials in Israeli military courts are frequently based upon evidence obtained through Shin Bet interrogations, which have been documented to include serial violations of Palestinian human rights. Palestinians are often denied access to lawyers prior to the interrogations, which can last days or weeks, during which time Palestinians are routinely kept in isolated, windowless cells and subjected to physical abuse and torture.122 INP investigations are then used to transform the Shin Bet “security investigations” into admissible evidence that can be used in military court system trials. As Israeli attorneys and legal scholars have shown, INP investigations are thereby sanctioning the Shin Bet’s illegal practices.123

INP officers’ role in violating Palestinian rights in the OPT has not stopped Israeli scholars from collaborating with them. In fact, these conditions of Israeli occupation have produced a productive site of study and experimentation for Israeli criminologists, who understand their academic expertise as advancing what they conceptualize as “policing terror,” a field that relies upon close cooperation with the Israeli security state and using Palestinians as research subjects.124 Israel’s leading criminologists have established themselves as experts in service of these agencies, and the Israeli security state has responded in kind. Classified data collected on Palestinians by the INP and Shin Bet through illegal interrogation methods and torture serves as the foundation of university-based research, resulting in policy recommendations for these same agencies.125 Such use of data produced through the violation of human rights and extracted by academics without consent would fail an ethics review in most universities, but it is standard practice among Israeli criminologists.

Former INP commissioner Roni Alsheich personally worked to foster closer collaborations between Israeli academia and the police. In Alsheich’s own telling, one of his first moves after beginning his appointment as commissioner in 2015 was to turn to Israeli criminologists for guidance. Israel’s leading criminologists at Hebrew University immediately sent him a PowerPoint with hundreds of slides worth of research, which Alsheich claims were instrumental in shaping INP policies under his tenure.126 Indeed, Alsheich was frequently seen in the halls of the Institute of Criminology at Hebrew University, invited for meetings and seminars and as a speaker at its annual conference. Alsheich himself had been trained at the institute while still serving in the Shin Bet, and continued his studies there as commissioner.127 Together with criminologists from across academic institutions, Alsheich formed the first advisory academic forum to the police commissioner, with whom he worked closely.128

Hebrew University criminology faculty praised Alsheich for opening the INP’s doors to academia and working with their institute to continuously assess and refine Israeli police work. Following Alsheich’s close cooperation with Israeli criminologists, leading scholars in the field publicly urged the minister of public security to extend his tenure. In making their case for Alsheich, the criminologists cited his collaboration with academia, arguing that he revolutionized the INP and positioned it as one of the world’s most advanced “science-based police organizations.”129 When Alsheich completed his tenure as commissioner, the Institute of Criminology held a parting ceremony to honor him. David Weisburd, Israel’s preeminent criminologist and Israel Prize laureate in criminology—and a close collaborator of Alsheich—was effusive in his praise: “More than any other commissioner, you promoted the use of police science. Not only did you respect the research, you respected the academy. Not only did you act according to the results of studies, you were open to conducting studies to evaluate your action plan.”130

Even after Alsheich’s departure, these collaborations live on. Israeli criminologists continue to train INP and Shin Bet personnel, as part of what the INP has described as the “academicization” of the police.131 The Institute of Criminology at Hebrew University was selected to be the “home department” of the INP. It runs an abbreviated BA program in criminology for law enforcement personnel that aims to translate officers’ studies into more effective practice “in the field.” The institute also runs a designated criminology program for station commanders and officers seeking promotion.132 At a 2023 cohort graduation, INP commanders highlighted the importance of academic training to honing the capacities of their officers. Hebrew University rector Tamir Sheafer responded in kind, affirming the university’s continued commitment to the INP and its pride at “the privilege that fell to us to contribute to your training.”133

Israeli criminologists understand themselves not only as a research and training arm of Israeli policing apparatuses, but as pioneers in an international field of “counterterror policing.” They promote their studies as useful to law enforcement and intelligence and security agencies worldwide, proposing the “ten commandments” for best “counterterrorism practices.”134 These include “field-proven” Israeli strategies and tactics, such as indefinite intelligence gathering from informants and producing a “hostile environment” for insurgents by suspending entire communities in structural uncertainty.135 Israeli criminologists advocate the export of these Israeli tactics, which have been condemned for violating Palestinian human rights, to countries worldwide.136 Several key studies at the Institute of Criminology at Hebrew University were funded by the US Department of Homeland Security, while institute faculty serve as experts for international delegations of security agencies—including US police departments—touring Israeli policing apparatuses and infrastructure.137

In showcasing Israeli models of counterterror policing, faculty have brought delegates to observe the checkpoints and comprehensive surveillance systems in occupied East Jerusalem.138 In the context of these trainings and in their publications, institute researchers frame both the policing of occupied Palestinians and the entanglements of the police and the university as a “model for democracies.”139 As Hebrew University criminologists Simon Perry and Tal Jonathan-Zamir put it:


Israel has the potential to serve as a fascinating research laboratory for studying policing … whereas police in many Western democracies have begun to see terrorism as an acute problem and as an integral part of their mission only in the recent decade, the INP has almost 40 years of experience in this area.140



The occupation of Palestinian Territory has indeed served as a field-defining laboratory for Israeli criminologists and legal scholars. Israeli legal studies has continually expanded to provide the theoretical infrastructure to legitimate and hone Israel’s permanent military rule, while its researchers and faculty have become facilitators, authors, and executors of widely condemned Israeli policy.

Middle East Studies

The study of the Middle East has been a national priority in Israel from its inception, a priority extending far beyond the university gates. In Israel, this form of expertise is termed Mizrahanut (Orientalism, literally translated).141 Orientalism, Edward Said argued, is the system of knowledge production about the “Orient” through which the power of the European and US empires operate. It reflects Western ideas and imaginations about the “Orient” articulated through its production as distinct from the “Occident.”142 Building on Said’s theorization, Israeli sociologist Gil Eyal argues that Mizrahanut is a generic name for the complex of Israelis’ encounter with their geographic environment. It is a mechanism that draws and polices boundaries and examines phenomena from what the Israeli state defines as “the other side.”143 Mizrahanim (Orientalists) in Israel therefore include not only academics, but government and military officials, journalists, and others engaged in monitoring the Palestinian population and neighboring Arab countries and participating in public debates on Middle Eastern affairs.144

Israeli Middle East Studies indeed developed at the intersection of Israeli academia, the military, and the state. Mizrahanut was central to the establishment of Israeli academia itself, with the Institute for Orient Studies developed as one of the first three schools of Hebrew University.145 In a study of the foundational generations of Israeli Middle East studies scholars, Eyal Clyne shows that many saw no distinction between their scholarly and national commitments.146 In the 1930s and 1940s, the Institute for Oriental Studies at Hebrew University trained entire cohorts of advisors and officials serving the Zionist movement leadership, who joined the “Arab branch” of the Haganah paramilitary and the departments for Arab affairs and politics of the Jewish Agency. They worked to monitor the Arab press, catalogue and index intelligence data collected on Palestinians, and survey actions, attitudes, and social relations in Palestine and neighboring Arab countries. Having served roles in political intelligence and hasbara in the prestate years, roughly half of these Mizrahanim returned to Hebrew University after the state’s establishment to found the contemporary Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies.147

Following the Institute for Oriental Studies, the Dayan Center for Middle Eastern and African Studies was formed as a node of the Israeli state network of intelligence expertise. First called the Shiloah Institute, the center was established by the Israeli military, the Ministries of Defense and Foreign Affairs, and Hebrew University in 1959. It was annexed to Tel Aviv University in 1966 and was renamed after Moshe Dayan, former Israeli chief of staff and minister of defense, in 1983.148 At its inception, the Dayan Center was founded to serve as a bridge between the Israeli Intelligence Division and academia. It was staffed by both academics and representatives from Israel’s Foreign Office, and regularly published articles by military and state officials and hosted them at conferences.149 At Tel Aviv University, it continued to invite military leaders as guest researchers to publish their own work and to contribute to the institute’s publications. Many of its researchers—who formerly or continuously served in the Israeli Intelligence Corps—received classified military information for their studies, while intelligence officers and state officials staffed the institute’s committee to select research projects and award research grants.150 The institute operated within Tel Aviv University as a semi-secret enclave, barring access to Palestinian citizens of Israel and those without state security clearance, including access to master’s and doctoral theses that drew on classified data.151 As such, the center’s knowledge production was structured like the Israeli Intelligence Corps and served as the military’s auxiliary research arm.

This entanglement of university, military, and state expertise shaped the discipline in its early years. Many of the founding Israeli Middle East studies scholars moved between or held parallel roles in academia and the security establishment or were otherwise bound by loyalty and secrecy commitments to state apparatuses.152 Prominent examples include Meir Kister, Israel Prize laureate and founder of the Arabic language departments at Hebrew University and the University of Haifa, who also worked for the Haganah’s intelligence agency. Also at Hebrew University, Israel Prize laureate for Mizrahanut Yaakov Landau supplied research on Palestinian citizens of Israel to the Prime Minister’s Office Advisor on Arab Affairs, from which he received materials and proposed research topics. At Tel Aviv University, Yaakov Shimoni contributed his expertise in Arabic and Arab politics to the Israeli military, as well as to Israel’s decision to institutionally prevent the return of Palestinian refugees between 1947 and 1949, in direct violation of UN resolution 194.153

With Israel’s establishment of a military government in the Occupied Palestinian Territory in 1967 came renewed opportunities for academic cooperation with the state. Hebrew University professors Menachem Milson, Amnon Cohen, Moshe Sharon, and Moshe Maoz served as Arab Affairs advisors to the Israeli military and government. Milson also served as the inaugural head of the Civil Administration, Israel’s military administration in the OPT, and oversaw the forced closure of the Palestinian Birzeit University beginning in 1981; Cohen, Sharon, and Maoz served as colonels and worked with the military throughout their academic careers. At Tel Aviv University, professor Zvi Elpeleg drew on his expertise as a scholar of Palestinian history while repeatedly serving as military governor over various regions of the OPT, including the Gaza Strip and Nablus.154

Leading Middle East studies scholars maintain ties to security apparatuses to this day. Some serve in senior positions in the Intelligence Corps or other elite military units throughout their academic tenure, others secure data or funding from state agencies for their research, and others still are officially or in a classified manner employed by state and military institutions as researchers or instructors.155 Though they no longer officially operate under the Israeli security state, the leading Middle East studies departments and institutes continue to conduct research and offer expertise in its service.

The Dayan Center declares that it “continues to play a crucial role in safeguarding Israel’s future,” and its military and security state ties indeed continue to run deep.156 Prominent current center fellows—most of whom are also faculty at the Department of Middle Eastern and African History at Tel Aviv University—hold parallel roles in the Israeli security state or collaborate on research with the intelligence community.157 Eyal Zisser, former chair of the department and leading Israeli Middle East studies scholar, has served as an advisor and course director of an elite military unit, the details of which remain mostly classified. Raz Zimmt leads a publication series for the Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information Center, the primary research institute of the Israeli Intelligence community. Michael Milshtein, who heads the Palestinian Studies Forum at the Dayan Center, also served as the Advisor on Palestinian Affairs in the Israeli Civil Administration governing the OPT and as the head of the Department for Palestinians Affairs in the Intelligence Corps as a retired colonel. Other fellows joined the center after having held senior roles in the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs or in the Intelligence Corps, and many emphasize that they still serve there as reservists.158

Accordingly, the Dayan Center’s research agenda remains shaped by the needs of the Israeli security state. The center proudly advertises its monthly position papers as an important source of data and analysis—a “toolbox”—for Israel’s political and security leadership.159 Fellows frequently publish their research in cooperation between the Dayan Center press and the Israeli military or Israeli Ministry of Defense presses, often in collaboration with high-ranking military personnel.160 In the early 2000s, Dayan Center experts worked with the military to guide Israeli policy during the Second Palestinian Intifada.161 More recently, the center published recommendations for the Israeli government on how to “manage” its permanent military occupation.162 Lending academic credence to state and military agendas more broadly, Dayan Center memos, journals, and books promote racialized tropes about “jihad” and what they routinely call a “death worship culture” in Arab and Muslim societies, propagating a view of the Middle East through an explicitly militarized lens.163 Written in direct support of Israel’s continuing illegal occupation of the OPT, Dayan Center publications are frequently difficult to distinguish from state documents.

Dayan Center fellows and other Middle East studies scholars directly leverage their expertise to offer briefings on current affairs and weigh in with policy prescriptions through major Israeli media outlets. In the wake of Israel’s 2014 offensive in the besieged Gaza Strip and military campaign across the occupied West Bank, for instance, researchers took to the media to offer commentary and advice to the Israeli military. Tel Aviv University professor Asher Susser advocated that Israel embrace “preemptive strikes” to communicate that “if a red line is crossed, Israel will be the one to strike first and very forcefully, in the timing, place and method of its choosing.”164 He was joined by Bar-Ilan University Middle East Studies professor and former military Lieutenant Colonel Mordechai Keidar, who went on Israeli radio to argue that deterrence of a Palestinian insurgent can only be achieved if “his sister or mother will be raped.”165 Drawing on his alleged expertise on the region, Keidar advocated for a war crime.

Uzi Rabi, current head of the Dayan Center and chair of the Department of Middle Eastern and African History at Tel Aviv University, has also become a major news pundit. Rabi has long presented himself as a military strategist in his interviews and popular writing. In 2018, Rabi went on Israeli radio to advocate that “those who live in Gaza should know that if they confront Israel, Israel will strike a blow that will leave them with a mental and operative disability.”166 As of 2022, Rabi is a permanent pundit on the Friday night news of the major outlet Channel 13, where he routinely speaks in the first person when referring to military policy and advises on Israeli tactics to counter Palestinian resistance to Israel’s military occupation.

These recurring calls to violate international humanitarian law by leading Middle East studies scholars are overwhelmingly met with silence from their colleagues, their departments, and the Middle East and Islamic Studies Association of Israel (MEISAI).167 Given the longstanding institutional ties of Middle East studies departments and associations to Israeli security agencies, this tacit support is unsurprising.168 As the primary association of the Israeli field, MEISAI currently declares itself to be independent of the state but has refrained from condemning Israel’s repeated infringements on the academic freedom of Palestinian universities in the OPT. Allegiance to the state remains the broad consensus among Israeli Middle East studies scholars.

Middle East Training for the Security State

As spaces of instruction, Middle East studies departments have consistently offered training in regional expertise in service of the Israeli security state. Language training across universities, particularly in Arabic, is thoroughly militarized. Its pedagogy has long been shaped by commitments to the Israeli state and with little engagement with or reference to academic research conducted in Arabic or by Palestinian and Arab scholars.169 Like Mizrahanim, the vast majority of faculty of Arabic in higher education are Jewish-Israeli.170 The typical Arabic training of these Jewish experts begins at school, continues through service in the Intelligence Corps and Middle East studies departments, and ends with careers in the military or in language instruction to train another generation of Jewish-Israeli Arabic experts. As Yonatan Mendel shows, this cycle has created a closed system of militarized Arabic expertise, shaping the field to remain devoid of Palestinians and native Arabic speakers.171

Arabic studies thus became instruction in a “foreign language,” not one that is native to the fabric of life of both indigenous Palestinians and Jewish Arabs. Mendel argues that Arabic became “frozen” in Israel—a language to be decoded and deciphered, to be read but not spoken—and taught mostly in Hebrew and through an Orientalist, militarized lens.172 Mendel calls this securitized language developed under Zionist governance “Israeli Arabic”; through it, Jewish-Israelis can only come to comprehend or decode “Arabs” but never come to know them.173 Faculty interviewed across Middle East studies departments acknowledged that the majority of their graduates have little to moderate command of Modern Standard Arabic and overwhelmingly cannot converse. With less than 3 percent of Jewish-Israelis speaking Arabic today, and few high schools offering Arabic studies as an elective, Israeli universities play an important role in the controlled instruction of Arabic and in preserving its status as a militarized field.174

Departments of Middle East studies offer academic programs in regional expertise for active duty soldiers in elite military units and tailored courses for security apparatuses. Hebrew University operated an accelerated BA program in Middle East Studies for the Shin Bet as part of their personnel training.175 Four cohorts completed the program, which ended in 2003. The Department of Islamic and Middle East Studies willingly ran the program, with then department chair Eli Puda stating that he considered it “part of the university’s obligation to Israeli society.”176 When a similar sixteen-month tailored BA program for the agency was scheduled to reopen in the department in 2006, it was ultimately voted down by university administrators and faculty, primarily due to concerns about the international academic boycott and the lowering of academic standards to streamline a Shin Bet degree.177

But in 2018, the department cooperated when it was once again commissioned by the Israeli security state. Hebrew University applied and won the bid to house the Israeli military Havatzalot program.178 Havatzalot (lilies, in Hebrew) is an elite degree program offered to soldiers in the Intelligence Corps as part of their military training.179 Soldiers selected by the military undergo basic training and then enroll in a specialized academic program that the military terms “academic training.” These soldiers complete a joint BA in Middle East studies and another selected field, alongside military training in intelligence gathering, all in preparation for a minimum of six years as officers reaching the status of captains or majors in the Intelligence Corps.180 The program opened at Hebrew University in October 2019, after the Weapons and Technology Purchase Unit of the Ministry of Defense chose to transfer it from the University of Haifa, which had hosted it for the previous fourteen years.181

The selection was celebrated by Hebrew University’s administration, despite the military tender’s long list of demands, which some faculty argued would compromise the institution’s academic freedom.182 Accompanying the prestige and funding, Hebrew University was required to meet enhanced military demands in preparation to host the program. The bid’s terms include far-reaching Israeli military intervention in the program’s content, structure, employees, and infrastructure on campus.183 Unconcerned about these requirements, Hebrew University President Asher Cohen declared: “We are proud of winning [the bid], which is yet another testimony to the high academic level of the Hebrew University, which will henceforth be a partner in the academic and leadership aspects of training Intelligence Corps soldiers.”184 University Rector Barak Medina similarly rejoiced:


Operating the program will attract high quality students, and it is expected to contribute, directly and indirectly, to strengthening our academic activities and research in the field of Middle East Studies and Political Science. Operating the program is also an expression of the commitment of the Hebrew University, as a public institution, to partake in the training of the future leadership of the State of Israel.185



The Hebrew University administration made clear that it understands the institution to be an extension of the Israeli military in so far as it directly utilizes its academic programming to train soldiers for their positions.

As the university administration celebrated Havatzalot’s arrival to its campus, few faculty dissented. With the announcement of the program in 2018, a number of faculty members at the Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies and other participating departments responded by organizing a panel to discuss its implications for the university. Following a warning from the Hebrew University administration that holding such a discussion on campus would be nothing less than an “internal terrorist attack,” the faculty organizers complied and swiftly moved the event off campus.

What transpired at the only significant dissenting public event reveals the extent to which both the discipline and Israeli academia have been subordinated to the state, and just how marginalized and limited is the critique of this subordination.

The atmosphere was tense as soon as the audience shuffled into the auditorium, a mix of students, faculty, and the general public. It was apparent that any critique of a degree program in support of the military was highly controversial, and the event organizers were on the defensive from the outset. The event took the form of a panel, which was all Jewish-Israeli. As one of the faculty organizers explained, it was important for them to invite an Israeli military representative to the panel, and, as a result, no Palestinian scholar wanted to participate. The panel nevertheless prioritized the military, which ultimately sent no one. Discussing the repercussions of integrating the Intelligence Corps into the Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies, then, was a panel of Jewish-Israeli social scientists. Yet many in the audience were displeased at the very premise of critiquing the program, and the panelists shared measured comments. Some of the panelists themselves served in high-ranking positions in the military, others were scholars of militarism who conducted research in collaboration with the military, and none offered a critique of the university training soldiers to sustain the occupation. At most, they highlighted the militarizing effect of increasing uniformed soldiers on campus and decried the silencing campaign by Hebrew University administrators and faculty against members of the academic community who raised critical questions about the program.

Representing Hebrew University was Reuven Amitai, a professor at the department and head of the Havatzalot program. In the absence of a military representative, Amitai took it upon himself to serve as the program’s spokesperson. In this capacity, Amitai asserted that it was the work of the Israeli military that made this very event possible, stating: “It enables us to have this debate, there is nothing to do about it. This is a contradiction that we live with.” Amitai dismissed the criticism by his fellow panelists by pointing to Hebrew University’s other longstanding elite military degree program, Talpiot, reminding the audience that “those soldiers study how to develop better weapons, we just study the history of Islam.”186 Though later in the panel Amitai himself acknowledged the direct utility of his department’s academic training to the military when he reasoned: “To know the history and culture of the Middle East makes people better researchers and probably better soldiers.”

The response from Hebrew University clearly demarcated the bounds of acceptable critique and illuminated the institution’s identification with the Israeli military. Rector Barak Medina even went as far as to argue that the program would play an important role in “educating” Palestinians on campus and enhancing “integration.”187 He contended that through continual exposure to soldiers, Palestinian students will come to see that “they do not have horns, talk to them at eye level, and everyone will know each other.”188 Turning the criticism about the oppressive effects of the presence of Intelligence Corps soldiers on Palestinian students on its head, Medina represented military interests by suggesting that Palestinian students must learn to become more tolerant of Israeli soldiers, their occupiers.

In the university administration’s view, then, it is not Jewish-Israeli and Palestinian citizens who make up its student body and must be “integrated,” but Palestinian citizens and Israeli soldiers. Both military and university objectives are served, the administration revealed, in conflating students and soldiers, academic programing and military training, campus and base.

The narrow and short-lived faculty opposition was soon dismissed and the Palestinian student protest ignored. The university administration opened the program in 2019, designating space in one of its few campus dorms to create an official military compound. The military defines the compound as a “closed military base,” wherein soldiers are required to train and reside throughout the workweek as they would in other such bases.189 The compound is demarcated by security guards and cameras and requires identification and military vetting for entry.190 Within this military compound, in designated floors of the campus dorms, Havatzalot soldiers train, study, and eat together separate from civilian students, but using university infrastructure and services.191

Throughout the academic year, the soldiers’ training in military and intelligence content takes place in the compound on the Hebrew University campus. Over the course of their degree, soldiers are methodically exposed to the Israeli intelligence community and are trained in its capabilities and research methods, including data collection, processing, and presentation, and intelligence philosophy. Between their semesters, soldiers participate in the “Intelligence Summer” program, where they move between Military Intelligence Directorate units as well as the police, Shin Bet, and Mossad, and conduct a research project for one of the units.192

Upon its opening at Hebrew University, Havatzalot was widely celebrated by the military. The former head of the Military Intelligence Directorate called Havatzalot the “flagship project” of the Intelligence Division, while the former head of the Intelligence Corps research division declared: “I cannot imagine the Intelligence Directorate today without the contribution of the graduates of the Havatzalot program, who are found at all the central nodes of the intelligence work.”193 Havatzalot has been heralded as “the habitat for people who were at the center of every operational event in recent years.”194

Palestinian students in the Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies and across Hebrew University do not partake in these celebrations. Since the opening of Havatzalot, they have witnessed a surge in the number of military uniforms on their already militarized campus. In 2020, Palestinian students organized a campaign and short film contesting this militarization and situating it in the context of ongoing Palestinian dispossession, documenting Havatzalot soldiers in olive-green uniforms overwhelming their classrooms and student spaces. The film sparked outrage among right-wing Israeli student groups, who contended that the film showing the soldiers’ faces endangered them and constituted incitement. Knesset members joined in and called for a criminal investigation against the student makers and disseminators of the film.195 The university response was unequivocal. The administration demanded that the student group take the film offline and released a statement asserting that “the desire to present the university campus as an unsafe environment is completely false.”196

Yet Palestinian student organizers claim otherwise. Palestinian students at the Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies reported that their learning environment had been compromised by soldiers joining their classes. Palestinian students described feeling unable to speak freely in the presence of Intelligence Corps soldiers training to surveil their families and communities. They reported censoring themselves in the classroom and contended that the only department designed for the exploration of Middle Eastern history, languages, and cultures has now foreclosed this opportunity for its Palestinian students. In training Intelligence Corps soldiers, conducting research in the service of government and security agencies, and reproducing and instructing its expertise under state and military frameworks, Middle East studies has established itself as a central pillar of Israeli military occupation.

Israeli academic knowledge production has long been entangled with the Israeli state. From their inception, Israeli disciplines across the humanities and social sciences were conscripted to sustain Israeli settler colonialism. Archaeology, legal studies, and Middle East studies have developed alongside—and by means of—Israeli military occupation. The Israeli military governance of the Occupied Palestinian Territory made the expansion of these disciplines possible, and these disciplines, in turn, maintain the conditions of Israeli apartheid.

Even in the face of international condemnation outlining Israeli violations of international law, these collaborations are ongoing. These disciplines, among others in the Israeli academy, persist in conducting research that facilitates the Israeli erasure of Palestinian history and ongoing expropriation of Palestinian land and supports repeated Israeli military campaigns that violate international human rights law and the laws of war in the Occupied Palestinian Territory. Across departments and universities, Israeli academic inquiry subordinates itself to the Israeli state, and is therefore accountable for its crimes.
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Outpost Campus


“Science is one of the most powerful weapons for the realization of Zionism.” —Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion1

“If there are institutions whose requirements are to be prioritized, then the university is at the top of the list. Science is the protective wall from Levantine assimilation.” —Israel Shuchman, local elected official in the Yeshuv2



On June 28, 1967—just two weeks after Israel invaded East Jerusalem and brought the entire city under its rule—Hebrew University held a ceremony at its Mt. Scopus amphitheater, overlooking the newly occupied Palestinian neighborhoods below. State and military leaders joined university administrators for the festive occasion, in which Hebrew University awarded Chief of Staff Yitzhak Rabin an honorary doctorate.3 Celebrating the reopening of its campus in occupied East Jerusalem, the University Senate thanked Rabin for “returning the entirety of Jerusalem to the state of Israel and returning Mt. Scopus to Hebrew University.”4 Rabin, in turn, commended the university on behalf of the Israeli military for the opportunity to stand at Mt. Scopus with the view of “our eternal capital.”5 In his acceptance speech, Rabin tied the Zionist movement’s foremost university to its aspirations to colonize Palestine:


The question can be asked, what did the university see in giving an honorary doctorate specifically to a soldier, as a sign of appreciation for his activities in the war. What do military personnel have to do with the world of academia, which symbolizes cultural life? What do those who by their profession engage in violence have to do with spiritual values? But I see in this honor, that you share through me with the members of the military, your deep recognition of the uniqueness of the IDF, which is nothing but an expression of the uniqueness of the entire people of Israel.6



Not to be outdone, the military bestowed upon the university an honor of its own. At another celebratory ceremony at the campus that shortly followed, the Israeli military commander of Mt. Scopus, Lieutenant Colonel Menachem Sherfman, awarded the university’s president the “Six Day War Decoration” for the institution’s contribution to the Israeli war effort.7

These military-academic entanglements at Hebrew University reveal how crucial a role its campus has played in the Israeli occupation of East Jerusalem. The story of Hebrew University, the first and leading university of the Zionist movement, is the story of how Israeli institutions of higher education were designed to serve Zionist territorial conquest and the expansion of Jewish settlement across historic Palestine.

What early Zionist leaders before 1948 called the “colonization of Palestine,” Israeli leaders after the state’s founding called “Judaization.”8 A platform shared by both Israel’s right and left parties, “Judaization” has always been a national policy publicly pursued by every Israeli government.9 Since its establishment in 1948 and the mass expulsion of Palestinians in the Nakba, Israel has continuously deployed, across multiple frontiers, the twinned methods of Palestinian land confiscation and strategic Jewish settlement. All Zionist modes of settlement have been based on the logic of Jewish replacement of indigenous Palestinians, and all have sought to establish Jewish-Israeli citizen presence on the ground to secure effective control of Palestinian land.10 Following the 1948 war, Israel’s targeting of Palestinian lands continued inside the newly established state borders. After the 1967 military occupation, such targeting occurred across the Gaza Strip and West Bank, including East Jerusalem. By the mid-1970s, state “Judaization” programs regained momentum once again within its 1948 borders, particularly in the Galilee and Naqab. Across these territories, Israel has worked to maintain Jewish demographic superiority and Jewish population distribution so as to replace Palestinians and undermine their claims to autonomy or self-determination.11

Since its inception, then, Israel has engineered demographic and territorial dominance at both the national and regional levels. For over seven decades, the state has explicitly taken over and shrunk land owned and inhabited by Palestinians under occupation and by Palestinian citizens of Israel, while it has expanded contiguous territories owned and inhabited by Jewish-Israelis.12

Soon after the 1948 war, and the influx of migration that would triple the Jewish population size in a decade, Israel began laying the groundwork for national development plans.13 These centered on Jewish immigrant absorption and “population dispersal”: orienting settlement away from the few large urban centers—where the majority of Israel’s Jewish population already lived—toward both sparsely populated areas and regions with large Palestinian communities.14 In implementing national absorption and settlement plans, the Israeli government collaborated with and conferred authority on diverse institutions: the World Zionist Organization, the Jewish National Fund, and Israeli universities. The first to design a national master plan for the nascent state was Arieh Sharon, a faculty member at the Technion Institute, Israel’s “chief architect,” and head of the Prime Minister’s Office planning division.15 In 1951, Sharon commissioned architects, geographers, and economists—including scholars from Hebrew University—to put forward the national “population dispersal” plan. Sharon’s plan fundamentally altered the landscape under Israeli governance, initiating dozens of new settlements and development towns to establish a Jewish presence all across the country.16

In parallel, Israel prohibited the establishment of any new Palestinian villages and towns and further curtailed Palestinian development through land confiscations, zoning and building regulations. It also strategically located Jewish settlements to surround Palestinian villages and prevent their contiguity.17 Inside state borders, Israel confiscated Palestinian citizens’ land through a legally codified and unidirectional transfer of ownership, wherein 93 percent of the land became Israeli state land that now legally and permanently belongs to the collective “entire Jewish people.”18 Palestinian citizens are thus effectively barred from purchasing, leasing, or using the vast majority of the land in Israeli territory.19 In East Jerusalem, Israel annexed Palestinian territory and curbed development through land confiscation, planning restrictions, and the establishment of Jewish settlements to disrupt Palestinian urban continuity. These policies violate international law, which regards East Jerusalem as Occupied Palestinian Territory.20

Israeli universities were designed to serve this national agenda. Across regions, this Israeli program has been codified by laws, written into policies, upheld by the courts, and buttressed by Israeli universities. Their campuses, research, and architectural and planning expertise have been committed toward the state’s territorial and demographic project. This is explicitly articulated by the institutions themselves. The Hebrew University charter states that the institution was established “out of the Zionist aspirations of the Jewish people,” while the Ben-Gurion University charter explicitly outlines its aim to “develop the Negev.”21 From East Jerusalem through the Galilee to the Naqab, Israeli universities have served as key state institutions in staking Jewish claims to Palestinian land.

Through a study of several representative institutions, this chapter shows that Israeli universities were designed as regionally strategic outposts for the Israeli state’s territorial and demographic project. Hebrew University Mt. Scopus in occupied East Jerusalem; University of Haifa in the Galilee; Ben-Gurion University in the Naqab; Ariel University in the occupied West Bank: all these institutions serve as crucial engines of “Judaization” projects in their respective localities.

Hebrew University and the “Judaization” of Jerusalem


“The [Hebrew] University must be the university of all Jewry.” —Samuel Hugo Bergman, first rector of Hebrew University, 194822

“The Hebrew University in Jerusalem is the only university that Israel established for itself. Therefore, it is not intended to serve the Yeshuv in the land of Israel alone, but the entire nation of Israel.” —Official Hebrew University document, 193923



Years before the founding of Hebrew University, the World Zionist Movement purchased land for its campus at the strategic apex of Mt. Scopus in East Jerusalem. The university cornerstone was laid in 1918, and it opened in 1925 as a remote enclave amid Palestinian villages, over two decades before Israel’s establishment.24 Hebrew University was the first Jewish university established for the Jewish colony in Palestine under the British Mandate, called the Yeshuv. The idea for Hebrew University was conceived by leaders and intellectuals of the Zionist movement, who saw an institution of higher education as crucial to their mission of building a new collective Jewish identity and nation. Consequently, the institution was initially called the Jewish University, befitting the role ascribed by its founders as a central cultural institution of the Zionist movement and of Jewish communities worldwide.25 Moreover, the university’s founders, planners, and faculty believed in the symbolic affinity between the institution and Mt. Scopus, emphasizing its significance for the Jewish people and referring to the campus as “the third temple.”26 Together, the mountain and the university became a symbol imbued with historical mythology and religious meaning, attaining an almost legendary status as the redeemer of the budding nation.27

The university was officially recruited by Israel soon after the state’s establishment, and expected to commit its resources, campus, and research toward building the new state. Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion called for the university to be conscripted to the emergent nation, and directed its students to enlist “Jewish science” for the national industry, agriculture, and military.28

While founded as a structurally Jewish institution and established at a strategic location for the Zionist movement to stake symbolic and political claim to Jerusalem, the university’s mission remained in debate during its first two decades.29 Some of the university’s founders and its first president, Rabbi Judah Magnes, were critical of the Zionist movement’s use of force in pursuing Israeli nation-building. They advocated instead that Hebrew University primarily function as a cultural and scientific center for world Jewry.30 Magnes and some of the university’s leading faculty and administrators were also members of Brit Shalom (Covenant of Peace), which campaigned for equal rights for Palestinians and Jews and a just resolution for all residents of Mandatory Palestine. Yet much of the prestate Zionist leadership was adamant that Hebrew University play an instrumental nation-building role. Opposing the university’s trajectory under Magnes’s management, Zionist leaders both within and outside the university demanded that administrators and faculty who failed to meet “appropriate” national criteria be dismissed.31

The debates about the university’s ties to the emergent state of Israel were decisively resolved in the wake of the 1948 War. In the lead-up to and throughout the war, students, faculty, and administrators actively supported the Haganah paramilitary and treated the campus as a base, conducting military trainings and even storing weapons in university buildings.32 Shortly after Israel’s establishment, Magnes was succeeded as university president by Selig Brodetsky, who also advocated preserving relative institutional autonomy from the state. Prime Minister Ben-Gurion responded by facilitating Brodetsky’s ousting and, after personally interviewing candidates for the position, appointed the loyalist Benjamin Mazar as the next university president.33 Mazar responded in kind, encouraging state participation in the university’s management and increasing the number of government representatives on the university executive board.34

Hebrew University continued to declare its institutional independence. But its state funding significantly increased, and Mazar’s administration established close and regular cooperation with the Israeli government. Under Mazar’s leadership, ambition for achieving the traditional model of a research institute aspiring to scientific excellence was replaced with a new model: a university in service of the state.35

Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion believed that Israeli universities are, first and foremost, subject to government authority and must serve the Jewish state.36 As such, he personally nominated loyalists as university presidents across institutions. Thus, from the early 1950s through the mid-1960s, the presidents of Israel’s first universities were government or military officials—either formerly or simultaneously—and some were not academics at all. At the Technion, Ben-Gurion nominated as president Yaakov Dori, formerly Israel’s first chief of staff and later head of the Scientific Council at the Prime Minister’s Office. Another Ben-Gurion loyalist, David Bergman, was initially tapped for leadership at the Weizmann Institute;37 ultimately, chief Israeli diplomat and politician Abba Eban served as president of the institute, while also serving as an elected member of the Israeli parliament, the Knesset.38

As the first major academic institution in Israel, Hebrew University played a central role in shaping Israeli academia.39 Following its lead, Israel’s universities were officially enlisted by the state to serve its territorial and demographic project of “Judaization.”

The “Judaization” of West Jerusalem

With the inauguration of Hebrew University, the nascent Israeli National Library became the National and University House of Books, and was transferred to the campus on Mt. Scopus. The National Library became embedded in Hebrew University, expanding its collections and operating out of the campus for over two decades.40 Hebrew University and the library operated on Mt. Scopus until 1947, when violent confrontations adjacent to the campus in the wake of the UN partition plan caused it to close intermittently.41

The 1948 Nakba fundamentally altered the trajectory for Hebrew University and the National Library. At first, the university faculties and library were temporarily moved from Mt. Scopus and dispersed among multiple sites in West Jerusalem. But, soon enough, the war offered them opportunities for major expansion.42

With the outbreak of the 1948 war and transfer of Hebrew University to provisional sites in West Jerusalem, David Ben-Gurion, prime minister of Israel’s provisional government, wrote the administration to urge that the university “must continue to develop its activities within Jerusalem” as a central institution of the state of Israel.43 To emphasize the national significance of the university, the Israeli government soon allocated land for a new campus in the government precinct in Givat Ram, alongside major state institutions.44

According to Hebrew University’s official narrative, the campus at Givat Ram was built on a “rocky deserted hilltop.”45 But, in fact, Givat Ram was built on the ruins of the Palestinian village of Sheikh Badr, whose residents were forced out of their homes by the Haganah paramilitary in 1948. The name Givat Ram is in fact derived from the Hebrew acronym Rikuz Mefakdim (officers’ assembly), named for the military base established on the hill where Sheikh Badr once stood.46

Sheikh Badr was one of many Palestinian neighborhoods in West Jerusalem depopulated in the first months of the 1948 war. On the heels of the mass expulsion of the city’s Palestinians, the head of the National Library and Hebrew University administrators urgently petitioned the Israeli government. They requested official status as custodians of the libraries and public and private collections in Palestinian West Jerusalem neighborhoods, whose residents had been driven out or fled following campaigns by Israeli paramilitaries.47 After a brief negotiation with the Israeli military governor, the National Library and Hebrew University were granted authority to appropriate books from Palestinian homes, libraries, and educational and religious institutions left behind by Palestinian war refugees. Hebrew University granted funds and official status to this enterprise, and organized teams of librarians to trail Israeli soldiers and collect books from Palestinian buildings. University students and administrators joined them to comb through Palestinian neighborhoods, searching for institutional libraries and troves of private book collections.48

Over the course of ten months during the 1948 war, workers of the National Library and Hebrew University appropriated 30,000 books, as well as newspapers and journals, on topics including Islamic law, interpretations of the Quran, literature, science, history, and philosophy. The books were incorporated into the National Library, more than doubling the existing collection of Arabic books at the institution.49

In 1948 and into the early 1950s, the Israeli Custodian for Absentee Property collected an additional 40,000 books from Palestinian cities and towns, mostly from academic institutions and schools. After a sorting and vetting process by the Israeli government, over 26,300 books were destroyed as the Custodian deemed them “inappropriate” for containing “material against the state.”50 Of the remaining books, many were resold to Palestinian schools, which were compelled to repurchase their original property, and others were transferred to the National Library.51 The new Givat Ram campus of Hebrew University was opened in 1958. Today, it still houses the university faculties of natural and exact sciences, as well as the Israeli National Library, with its collections of looted Palestinian books. The Oriental Division of the National Library became the repository of many of the Palestinian books collected from West Jerusalem and around the country, and remains the central research library of Middle East studies at Hebrew University.52

The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 1949 Geneva Conventions outline clear protections for intellectual and cultural assets and prohibit looting collective or private property during war.53 The confiscation of Palestinian books by the Israeli government, National Library, and Hebrew University thus constitutes a clear violation of international law.54

Yet this is no accident. In the early 1960s, the National Library erased the names of the Palestinian owners of the books and collections and reclassified many as “Abandoned Property,” which remains their classification in the library catalogue to this day.55 Beginning in the 1960s and into the early 2000s, several Palestinian families have since sought to retrieve their books from the National Library, but were refused by library administrators. The library administration declined to discuss the requests until the Palestinian families provided full lists of books belonging to them, despite having no access to the library records, the only place such a list might be stored.56 Hebrew University and the National Library have yet to acknowledge or take responsibility for their role in the Nakba and the “Judaization” of West Jerusalem, nor for their ongoing theft of Palestinian books.

The “Judaization” of East Jerusalem

As a result of the 1948 war, East Jerusalem came under Jordanian rule, and Mt. Scopus was declared an officially demilitarized enclave. The terms of the armistice agreement, signed by Israel and Jordan and facilitated by the UN, dictated that Israel could use the campus only for civilian academic purposes.57 Despite agreeing to these terms, Israel regularly sent Israeli soldiers—disguised as students, faculty, and police officers—to secure “Jewish sovereignty” over the disputed enclave and smuggle in rifles.58 In further violation of the armistice agreement and UN requirements, a special Israeli military unit was established for the Mt. Scopus enclave that worked between 1955 and 1967 to gather intel, foster collaborators, and smuggle heavy weaponry into university grounds in anticipation of conquering the mountain.59

Despite occupying a prestigious, spacious, and more centrally located campus, Hebrew University administrators spent their years at Givat Ram planning a return to Mt. Scopus. With Israel’s occupation of East Jerusalem just days into the war in 1967, the university administration immediately lobbied to reopen its original campus. Two days before the ceasefire, Hebrew University officials declaratively raised the university flag atop a high building to demonstrate that the “exile from Mt. Scopus was over” and narrated their “return” to the “liberated summit.”60 Both university administrators and the Israeli government understood the location of the campus to have a functional role, marking the frontier of the “unification” of the new “Jewish capital.”61

Working with Hebrew University administrators, the Israeli government planned to rebuild the campus on Mt. Scopus as part of its efforts to “Judaize” occupied East Jerusalem after 1967. City planners were instructed to cover the recently occupied lands with “facts on the ground.”62 Rebuilding the Mt. Scopus campus naturalized the development of new Jewish settlements on expropriated Palestinian lands, which linked the university to West Jerusalem’s city center. The university’s senate-appointed rehabilitation planning committee, created just one day after the ceasefire, similarly argued that—from both a university and a national perspective—expropriating Palestinian lands for the new campus was justified, despite its clear violation of international law. The committee echoed government rhetoric, stating that “empty space in Mt. Scopus and its surroundings must be filled. If we will not fill it, someone else will do it.”63 The committee acknowledged that expanding the campus would entail land expropriation, necessitating “state intervention” to seize the potential “available land” from the neighboring Palestinian village of Issawiyeh.64

Hebrew University’s administration thus committed itself to its political and territorial role in Israel’s project to “unify” Jerusalem, deciding on the isolated Mt. Scopus location. There, they built a fortress-like megastructure with a tall tower that continues to dominate the East Jerusalem skyline and, symbolically, the city’s space.65

The post-1967 university was planned by architect David Resnick, who envisioned the Mt. Scopus campus as a “beacon of the resurrection of the Jewish people.”66 Its massive megastructure was designed to create a wall-like sequence to mirror the Old City walls, highlighting the Jewish people’s longstanding ties to Jerusalem. But Resnick also clarified that the megastructure design was intended to solidify Israeli control of East Jerusalem by creating “a strong presence” and signifying “I am here, and you cannot remove me.”67 Reserve Major General Joseph Harpaz, Hebrew University’s executive director, joined the university architect team in the plan for an expanded campus on Mt. Scopus, likewise advocating for monumental construction to strengthen Jewish hegemony in Jerusalem.68

Tall walls distinctly separate the Mt. Scopus campus from its neighboring East Jerusalem Palestinian communities. The campus architecture, as Diana Dolev shows, limits accessibility from the outside and obstructs the visibility of East Jerusalem, with few windows, balconies, or courtyards opening out to the landscape. Entry to the campus requires permission from guards at all points of entry. Entrances to the underground parking lots for private vehicles are difficult to find, while entry through the underground tunnel used by public transportation leads directly into the general campus corridor, whose openings are directed toward inner courtyards.69 The university’s iconic water tower, one of the tallest in the Jerusalem skyline, served as a military lookout on East Jerusalem until 2006; today, it remains inaccessible due to military use.70

In its location, architecture, and structure, Hebrew University operates as a besieged-yet-hegemonic fortress serving a select part of the city’s population, and as a militarized base for the “Judaization” of Palestinian East Jerusalem.

The Occupation and “Judaization” of Al-Issawiyeh

The Palestinian community most directly encroached upon by Hebrew University is the neighborhood of Al-Issawiyeh, located on the slopes of Mt. Scopus and right beneath the campus. Following the 1948 war, when Mt. Scopus and its surrounding Palestinian villages were included in the territories under Jordanian rule, the UN facilitated the creation of a demilitarized enclave that included the Hebrew University campus and part of the adjacent Palestinian village of Issawiyeh. But even as its residents remained officially governed by the UN, the enclave and lands of Issawiyeh included in its territory came under de facto Israeli control. Initially, Hebrew University and the Israeli government committed, in UN-facilitated negotiations, to allowing Issawiyeh residents displaced during the war to return. Yet soon thereafter, Israel tried to limit the number of residents allowed to return.71

During the nineteen years of the enclave’s existence, Israel demonstrated its control with routine military “sovereignty patrols” on the Mt. Scopus campus and interfered in the lives of Issawiyeh residents using various alleged “security justifications.”72 This included invading and conducting searches in residents’ homes, preventing farmers from cultivating their lands, and restricting entry to and exit from the village. Israel strictly limited the use of the main paved road to the village by Palestinian residents, constructing checkpoints and demolishing independent renovation attempts to improve access to it. It also barred residents from accessing the main road between Ramallah and Jerusalem that passed by their village, forcing them to use an alternate dirt path. Issawiyeh’s residents, who had neither Israeli nor Jordanian citizenship, were left without legal protections to object to Israel’s abuse of their rights.73

With Israel’s occupation and annexation of East Jerusalem and the reopening of the Mt. Scopus campus in 1967, Issawiyeh came entirely under Israeli rule. But Israel included only one-quarter of Issawiyeh’s original lands within what became the annexed neighborhood’s borders, confiscating its lands, first to expand Hebrew University and later to build adjacent Jewish settlements. Over the five decades since annexation, Israel has incrementally expropriated over 90 percent of Issawiyeh’s lands. Today, the neighborhood is encroached on all sides by the Hebrew University Campus, Hadassah Hospital, a Jewish settlement, major highways, and two military bases.74

As part of the Jerusalem municipality’s “Judaization” program in the city, it has strictly limited the development of Issawiyeh. For years the municipality refused to update the neighborhood’s 1991 master plan or accept the one prepared by Issawiyeh’s residents. Only in 2015 did the municipality commission a new plan, though without consulting residents; it has yet to be approved.75 The decades-long absence of a plan has created a major housing shortage and compelled residents to live in overcrowded conditions and to build without permits. As of 2020, residents of at least 136 homes have pending Israeli demolition orders against them, face tens and up to hundreds of thousands of dollars in fines and fees, and live in permanent uncertainty. Others live in cramped and improvised housing conditions, as one Issawiyeh resident and father of three described:


Living in these crowded conditions is very difficult. I have three children. My 18-year-old daughter is studying medical administration. She’s in her first year. She has a separate bedroom, but it’s tiny and it’s hard for her to study there. All three kids used to sleep there, but once she grew up it became hers … The boys now sleep in the living room, without any privacy and with no space for personal matters or to sit and study quietly.76



The mother of the household added: “In the morning it’s a terrible mess, with blankets and pillows everywhere. That’s no way to live in the 21st century. My daughter studied for her matriculation exams in our other room, because her bedroom is underground and doesn’t have enough light.”77

But even under conditions of underdevelopment by design, the residents of Issawiyeh have never accepted their status as occupied subjects. Issawiyeh has long been known as a center of Palestinian resistance and organizing, with residents regularly holding demonstrations against the illegal annexation of their neighborhood and their governance by Israeli occupation. This sustained mobilization has caused the Israeli National Police (INP) to label it an “extremist village” and to target the neighborhood with physical closures and violent repression.78 Since the Second Palestinian Intifada, the Israeli police have regularly closed the neighborhood’s exit toward the university with checkpoints and placed large cement blocks to bar access to Jerusalem through the road adjacent to the campus and Hadassah, one of only three entrances to the neighborhood.79 In their streets and homes, Issawiyeh residents have faced regular invasion of Israeli security forces; mass and arbitrary arrests of residents, including children; and a particularly heavy use of tear gas and other weapons to disperse demonstrations, which has caused several Palestinian deaths and dozens of severe injuries.80

Yet in April 2019, Israel’s targeting of Issawiyeh significantly escalated, with the launch of a new police operation in the neighborhood. Israeli police officers, special patrol unit officers, and border police forces began to routinely raid the neighborhood and disrupt everyday life, imposing a permanent regime of collective punishment. Israeli forces set up checkpoints, ambushes, and roadblocks, randomly closing off main streets during the day and setting off patrol car loudspeakers at night. Forces began conducting drone surveillance and patrols in full riot gear and with weapons drawn as well as enforcing a policy of stopping and searching vehicles and issuing tickets with hefty fines for minor infractions as a means to discipline residents.81 The campaign included routinely sweeping up dozens of residents, with most released afterward with no charges. Israeli forces repeatedly and violently targeted the neighborhood’s leading activists in particular, arresting and threatening local leaders with punitive house demolitions. Raids by fully armed units with dogs were conducted in residents’ homes, often in the middle of the night.82

As residents soon learned, the neighborhood had also become the set for a new Israeli reality television series about the Jerusalem police, which began airing in May 2019. For years, Issawiyeh served as a training ground for Israeli police and border patrol forces, but the filming of the show was further cause for escalation. In at least one documented case, police planted a weapon in the home of an Issawiyeh resident so that it could be “discovered” by the INP in a night raid shown on Israeli prime television. Residents reported that staging for the show orchestrated other police raids and arrests throughout the neighborhood.83

One month after the show’s airing, in June 2019, Israeli forces shot and killed Muhammad ‘Abeid, a twenty-one-year-old resident, during a police raid.84 After the killing, police repressed commemoration of ‘Abeid, recurrently tearing down signs, posters, and Palestinian flags hung in his memory.85

It is no coincidence that the most targeted Palestinian neighborhood in Jerusalem is the one right beneath Mt. Scopus and the Hebrew University campus. The Hebrew University administration has long collaborated with the repression of Issawiyeh, carried out with the overwhelming support of its Jewish-Israeli students. Over the last decade, student union chairpersons and leaders of student groups have demanded increased policing of the neighborhood. Some even deployed racialized tropes to allege that Palestinian men pose a danger to Jewish-Israeli women as a basis to call for further segregation and for the university to build an additional separation wall between the campus and Issawiyeh.86

In the face of the recent escalated campaign to repress Issawiyeh, the Hebrew University administration again supported the work of Israeli forces in the neighborhood. In December 2019, the INP was documented conducting surveillance of Issawiyeh atop one of the Hebrew University campus buildings. Palestinian and progressive joint Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli student and faculty groups demanded that Hebrew University push to reopen the entrance to Issawiyeh adjacent to campus and prohibit the INP from using its campus as a lookout.87 In response, Rector Barak Medina refused to acknowledge the institution’s role in the occupation of Issawiyeh, stating: “The responsibility for protecting human life and property lies with the police. The university plays no role in determining the police’s modes of action, in Issawiyeh or anywhere else.”88 Yet Medina himself affirmed that the police outpost was conducted in coordination with campus security.89 Members of the Issawiyeh popular committee were further informed by the police that their neighborhood entrance was in fact closed at the request of the university, and that it would be reopened were the university to inform the police that it no longer had a “security need” for the closure.90

While Issawiyeh residents have consistently called for solidarity from Hebrew University’s students, faculty, and staff, and have renewed those calls since 2019, they have been overwhelmingly met with silence. Building on occasional solidarity tours and a handful of protests and letters from marginalized Palestinian and progressive Jewish-Israeli student and faculty groups, several Hebrew University faculty joined Issawiyeh residents in a petition to the Supreme Court in 2021 to demand reopening the main road leading from the neighborhood to Jerusalem’s center, the Old City and the Al-Aqa Mosque, as well as the campus.91 The road, one of only two leading directly to the city, was closed intermittently for some twenty years and permanently since 2014. Neighborhood residents report that the closure causes serious disruption to their daily lives and argue that it constitutes discrimination and a form of collective punishment by the police.92 The INP responded by reiterating its longstanding claim that the roadblock is necessary to protect the university.93 In exchange for a commitment that the INP will reassess the need for the roadblock every few months, the suit was dropped in 2022, yet the roadblock still stands.94

The intensified policing campaign against Issawiyeh continues unabated, as does the crackdown on neighborhood activists. Most recently, in January 2023, police dispersed the neighborhood parents’ committee meeting, convened to address the shortage of classrooms for their children as a result of discriminatory Israeli planning and budgetary policy.95 The “Judaization” of Jerusalem, Israel makes clear, requires the continued shrinking of Palestinian lands, as well as limiting opportunities for Palestinian education. Ignoring Issawiyeh resident mobilization and the dissent among its faculty and students, Hebrew University institutionally supports ongoing escalation tactics by the INP and the violent occupation of the Palestinian neighborhood right below its campus.

University of Haifa and the “Judaization” of the Galilee

Hebrew University was only the first institution of higher education designed to advance “Judaization” in its region. As Ron Rubin, president of the University of Haifa, explains, Israeli universities are defined by and tied “by the umbilical cord” to their geographical locations, and his institution is no exception.96 Founded under the auspices of Hebrew University in 1963, the University of Haifa received full accreditation as an independent institution in 1972 as the first multidisciplinary university in the Galilee. Established in the largest city of the only region within Israeli borders where Palestinians constitute a majority, the University of Haifa was designed to further Israel’s regional demographic project. While claiming the title of Israel’s “most pluralistic” institution for serving the greatest number of Palestinian students (with Israeli citizenship) and touting “an atmosphere of tolerance and multiculturalism,” the University of Haifa has long worked to advance Palestinian dispossession.97

According to senior government planner and professor emeritus at Tel Aviv University Elisha Efrat, Israel has always considered the Galilee’s Palestinians an acute “demographic problem,” whose absorption as citizens was an “undesirable inevitability.”98 The city of Haifa in particular was defined, according to Baruch Kipnis, senior planner and professor of geography at University of Haifa, as a “very problematic area, in the sense of creating a ‘demographic balance’ between Jews and Arabs,” due to its sizable Palestinian population.99 Israel has long conditioned its sovereignty over the Galilee on engineering a Jewish majority living there. To address the threat of a regional Palestinian majority that might fuel a national movement for independence, the Israeli government has officially endorsed and promoted a policy to “Judaize the Galilee.”100

Like Hebrew University at Mt. Scopus, the University of Haifa campus is positioned atop Mt. Carmel, overlooking the city and somewhat removed from it. The campus architecture, Ilan Gur-Zeev shows, was designed to symbolically dominate the apex of Mt. Carmel, following the mountain’s conquest by Israel.101 The Carmel mountain range was populated by Palestinian villages before the Nakba, whose residents were expelled by Zionist militias and the Israeli military in 1948.102 Remains of the Palestinian villages were demolished, covered in forests of pine trees planted by the Jewish National Fund, and replaced with Jewish-Israeli towns and Israel’s largest national park. Part of the campus itself was built on lands of one of these Palestinian villages, al-Khureiba.103

The university’s signature thirty-one-story tower dominates the city skyline and overlooks the remains of destroyed and depopulated Palestinian villages on the slopes of the mountain below.104 The tower itself served a dual academic-military use until at least the early 2000s, with communication and relay antennas on the roof staffed by Israeli soldiers, giving the university campus additional characteristics of a military base.105 With its roof in the service of the Israeli military, above the top floors housing university executives, the tower—Gur-Zeev argues—symbolically hierarchizes the institution’s chain of command and solidifies Israel’s domination over the mountain range.106

The University of Haifa has long worked with the Israeli government to advance its regional “Judaization” program.107 The departments of urban planning and geography have contributed their expertise to assess, improve, and design “Judaization” policies. Faculty and graduate students have researched and published studies on these policies with the Ministry of Defense and the University’s Society for Applied Scientific Research. These policy-oriented publications construct scholarly justifications for the expulsion, containment, and discrimination of Palestinian citizens, alongside exclusive and increased investment in Jewish settlements in the Galilee. This research fully embraces Israeli state terminology, labeling low percentages of Jews in the Galilee as a severe demographic “negative balance” and defining state lands subject to “Arab infiltration” as “infected areas.”108 Constructing classic colonial narratives to justify Palestinian expulsion, University of Haifa research frames Palestinian presence as antithetical to the “natural landscape” and to Israeli efforts at regional environmental preservation.109

Crucially, the University of Haifa anchored research and planning for what would become one of the key “Judaization” programs in the Galilee: the mitspim project. Mitspim (lookouts) were nuclei of Jewish settlement built on strategically selected hilltops throughout the Galilee. They were designed to create “facts on the ground” and solidify control over Palestinian lands, while also serving new sites of surveillance for Jewish residents to monitor Palestinian land use and potential expansion.110

Mitspim were initiated to address Israeli government concerns about potential calls for Palestinian autonomy in the Galilee in the wake of “Land Day” in 1976, which featured nationwide Palestinian strikes and protests over Israeli land expropriation. Land Day became a watershed event for Palestinian citizens of Israel, with Israeli forces killing six Palestinian citizens and injuring dozens, and later conducting mass arrests throughout the country.111 Shortly thereafter, the settlement division of the Jewish Agency initiated a new plan to strategically expand the Jewish population in the Galilee through the rapid establishment of thirty new Jewish mitspim within six to eight months.112

As a “deterritorializing device” for the Galilee’s Palestinians, the locations of the mitspim were specifically selected to form “wedges” between Palestinian village blocs that might otherwise form a territorial continuum, as well as to help preserve state land in Jewish hands.113 As explained by Baruch Kipnis, a regional planner and University of Haifa professor, the mitspim project sidestepped standard procedures: Israel’s statutory planning authorities were not initially consulted, and there was no period for public comment, so as to maximize the plan’s secrecy and prevent Palestinian protest.114 Between 1979 and 1980, dozens of mitspim were established, each with a small nucleus of Jewish citizens settling in temporary edifices with minimal infrastructure.115 The locations of the mitspim were not marked on the original outline plan that the national planning board preliminarily approved. While unauthorized construction by Palestinians in state-defined agricultural zones routinely results in demolition orders, the mitspim were granted approval for construction in agricultural zones. The project expanded through 1986, with Israel building a total of sixty mitspim, which became permanent Jewish settlements.116

Forty years later and much developed and expanded, the mitspim remain exclusively Jewish settlements and maintain “admission committees” to vet all potential new residents. These committees across mitspim and other Jewish settlements in the Galilee were set up to exclude Palestinian applicants, but they have also routinely rejected Mizrahi and Ethiopian Jewish-Israelis, and have been legally challenged due to their explicitly racialized selection criteria.117 Following the latest legal challenge to the admission committees filed with the Supreme Court in 2011, the Israeli government legally codified them in settlements in the Galilee, Naqab, and the West Bank. The new law permitted admission committees to reject residents who may “harm the social and cultural fabric of the community,” so long as the settlements are no larger than 400 families.118 New legislation in 2022 expanded criteria for settlements to maintain admission committees to include those with as many as 700 families, citing the mitspim project as precedent.119

Legislation attempting to curb such admissions committees has been repeatedly decried by University of Haifa publications, which outline “unequivocal justifications” for them as a “sorting and control mechanism” to protect the “Israeli Zionist minority” in the Galilee.120 These publications even claim a “human right” to preserve the “character and culture” of the mitspim and “Jewish sovereignty” in the region.121

No one has been a more vocal advocate and respected authority on the “Judaization of the Galilee” than Arnon Sofer, Israel’s preeminent demographer and one of the most celebrated faculty emeritus at the University of Haifa. He served multiple senior positions, including the chair of the Institute for Middle East Research, dean of the Faculty of Social Sciences, and deputy chair of the Center for Defense Research. For years, Sofer headed the prestigious Chaikin Chair of Geostrategy at the university, which has self-published dozens of books and articles about how Israel can win its “demographic battle” against the Palestinians.122 Sofer’s relentless public campaign on the subject of Palestinian demographics and dozens of policy recommendations submitted to the Israeli government over his career earned him the title “Arnon Sofer Aravim,” meaning “Arnon the Arab counter” (a play on sofer, “to count” in Hebrew).123

Sofer claims credit for the idea of transferring the concentration of Palestinian towns known as the “triangle” from Israel to the West Bank, a proposal repeatedly debated in the halls of the Knesset and decried by Palestinian citizens and civil rights attorneys as a racist policy of forced transfer.124 Yet Sofer characterized his idea to unilaterally eject tens of thousands of Palestinian citizens “not as expulsion, but as an irredenta.”125 Sofer also claims credit for promoting Israeli policies of territorial segregation in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, including the removal of Jewish settlers from the Gaza Strip, as a policy of demographic containment. He contends that he wrote Prime Minister Ariel Sharon in 2002 suggesting the idea of “separating” from Palestinian territory, arguing that “on the same day that the Israeli military invests efforts and manages to eliminate one terrorist or another, on the same day, as every day of the year, about 400 children are born in the territories of western Israel, some of whom will become new suicide bombers.”126 Sofer has long been and remains one of the most explicit articulators of the elimination of Palestinians as national policy.

Like Sofer, University of Haifa faculty and researchers have been continually hired as consultants for state “Judaization” programs. In 1982, Professor Baruch Kipnis was commissioned by the settlement division of the Jewish Agency to survey the mitspim and recommend a municipal structure to serve the new settlements. Kipnis worked with city planners and proposed establishing new Jewish-only regional councils and jurisdiction for mitspim and other settlements in the region.127 In 1985, Arnon Sofer and Racheli Finkel were contracted to assess if the mitspim were meeting their goals, whether their model could be applied in other areas of the country, and in what ways the program needed to be adjusted or improved. Based on institutional data, field tours, maps and aerial photographs, and interviews with mitspim planners and residents, the team concluded that the mitspim were effective as a land-seizing enterprise.128 In 1986, the national planning and building council commissioned Baruch Kipnis and a team of researchers to assess the results of the Galilee settlement policy. Using maps and statistics, the team achieved a precise accounting of the efficacy of “Judaization” programs and showed that they were successful in increasing Jewish presence, numbers, and percentages in the Galilee.129 Subsequently, in 2003, Arnon Sofer supervised an assessment of the mitspim that deemed them highly effective at land takeover and at breaking up contiguous Palestinian territory, serving as a catalyst for the massive transfer of private Palestinian land to the Israeli state.130

Over the decades of Israeli programs of demographic engineering in the Galilee, University of Haifa experts have been recruited by the state to research, assess, and improve them. Anchoring the mitspim project and other regional programs of Palestinian dispossession, the University of Haifa remains a pillar of the Galilee’s “Judaization.”

Ben-Gurion University and “Judaization” of the Naqab


“If we don’t settle the land, someone else will.” —former prime minister Ariel Sharon131

“How does one maintain a border from the Zionist perspective? Through activist communities that live on the border. Not armored vehicles and tanks but human power, absorption, young people—a security belt in the deep sense of the word.” —Tirael Cohen, founder and executive director of Kedma Student Villages132



Just as Hebrew University and University of Haifa served to establish Israeli sovereignty over occupied East Jerusalem and the Galilee, Ben-Gurion University has constituted a central force for Israel’s “Judaization” of the Naqab region.133 Ben-Gurion University was established in 1969 with the explicit goal to “develop the Negev” and, as the Zionist adage puts it, “make the desert bloom.”134

The Naqab, called the Negev by Israel, has long constituted a difficult field for the state’s “Judaization” project. The region makes up 60 percent of Israeli state territory but is currently home to only 8 percent of its citizen population.135 During the 1948 war, approximately 80 percent of the Naqab’s Palestinian (majority Bedouin) inhabitants were expelled, but few Jewish-Israelis were willing to settle in the region’s desert conditions.136 Sparse Jewish settlement was understood to be a threat to Israeli sovereignty and signaled the potential for Palestinian territorial contiguity.137 Founded to incentivize Jewish settlement in the Naqab, Ben-Gurion University has played a major role in offering education, employment, and economic opportunity to the region’s Jewish residents.138

As in the Galilee, Israel simultaneously worked to concentrate the Naqab’s Indigenous Bedouin Palestinian population and appropriate their lands, while strategically settling Jewish-Israelis across the region. Though Palestinian citizens currently constitute 35 percent of the Naqab’s population, they live in only 3.5 percent of its territory.139 The process of re-engineering Bedouin settlement in the Naqab began in the 1950s, shortly after the Nakba. The historic Palestinian town of Beersheba became a military administrative center to govern the 11,000 Bedouins who remained in the region and who were ultimately granted Israeli citizenship. Still, most were concentrated in a military-controlled zone known as “the siyag” (fence), and—like all Palestinian citizens of Israel—were governed by military rule until 1966.140 Israeli planning and legal policy implemented since the end of military rule has consistently moved to concentrate Palestinian Bedouin communities in increasingly shrinking territories while expanding Jewish settlement in their place.

All regional and national plans from the state’s founding to the present have consistently advanced the Naqab’s “Judaization” and the takeover of Palestinian Bedouin ancestral lands. This has been the case from the 1951 Sharon Plan (which worked to settle Jews on Bedouin lands) to the 1982 District Plan 4 (which aimed to move all Bedouins to Israeli-constructed dormitory towns) to the 2012–17 Prawer-Begin Plan (which intended to incentivize Bedouin relocation to larger towns and urban centers).141 Following a sustained policy of concentrating the Bedouin population, the Israeli government criminalized their original villages and towns. Today, roughly half of the Naqab’s Bedouins reside in seven Israeli-designed urban centers, and the rest live in forty-six villages that are either unrecognized or only semi-recognized by the Israeli state.142 In an effort to force residents to relocate, these villages have been denied planning and civil services, including roads, electricity, and clinics, and have eviction and demolition orders pending against them.143 Israeli policies of home demolitions and land and housing discrimination against Palestinian Bedouins have been repeatedly condemned by international human rights organizations as violations of international human rights law.144

At the same time as containing Palestinian Bedouins, Israel has been advancing Jewish settlement expansion for decades. As part of Israel’s population dispersal plan starting in the 1950s, Israel developed the city of Beersheba into a regional metropolis, building nine development towns and more than a hundred rural settlements for Jewish residents.145 Similar to the Galilee’s mitspim project, beginning in the 1990s the government allocated plots of land to Jewish families to establish twenty-four “individual farms” across the Naqab, which currently offer boutique guesthouses and homemade wines.146 These individual farms received state lands for free or at heavily subsidized prices, due to an official policy of “ensuring state control of strategic locations” and purporting to “safeguard” state lands from Bedouin villages.147 The government has also continuously directed new Jewish immigrants to settle in the city of Beersheba; from North Africa and the Middle East in the 1950s, the former Soviet Union in the 1970s and 1990s, and, finally, Ethiopia in the 1990s.148

Today, Beersheba is Israel’s fourth largest metropolis, but it remains sprawling, underdeveloped, and lacking sufficient economic prospects for its residents. Ben-Gurion University generates vital education, employment, and economic opportunities for Beersheba and the Naqab—but designed for its Jewish residents.149

These opportunities are explicitly not extended to Palestinian Bedouins. Instead, they continue to face barriers to education, such as inadequate conditions in primary and secondary schools in unrecognized villages, and insufficient means of transportation to institutions of higher education. Many villages still do not have paved access roads or access to public transportation. Students in unrecognized villages must travel to recognized villages for high school, and their primary schools are inadequately built and equipped, often with insufficient classrooms and no connection to running water or electricity.150 Ben-Gurion University plays a central role in facilitating the very state policies that dispossess and deny education to the region’s Bedouin Palestinian population.

The university has gradually expanded and opened satellite campuses, becoming a major stakeholder in regional development plans. Propelling both city and regional growth, the university works closely with the municipal government and the Israeli military to attract young Jewish-Israelis from central Israel to Beersheba and the Naqab.151 As part of these efforts, the university collaborated with the Israeli state to relocate military bases to the Beersheba metropolis, and did so by incentivizing thousands of career soldiers and their families with tailored degree programs. The university also joined the municipality in opening a new high-tech park adjacent to the campus housing military industries, which offer veterans prestigious jobs in their fields and the opportunity to stay in Beersheba after their service. Its sciences and engineering departments have made plans for institutional collaboration with the Israeli military units of information and communications technology and air force technology, also slated to be located in the high-tech park.152 Ben-Gurion University is scheduled to receive at least NIS 55 million (over USD 16 million) from the government to expand the campus and enable the absorption of thousands of new soldier-students. As the brigadier-general at the Ministry of Defense overseeing the project explained, the Israeli military will encourage locally based soldiers and their spouses to pursue studies at Ben-Gurion University to “strengthen the ecosystem between the security apparatuses, academia, and the population in the Negev.”153

Facilitated by Ben-Gurion University, the development of the Naqab as the new regional home of Israeli military bases constitutes another vehicle of “Judaization.” The move of a large campus of intelligence bases to the Naqab will require seizing additional Bedouin Palestinian lands and evicting thousands of Indigenous residents from towns included in the bases’ zones.154

This territorial project is explicitly advanced by Ben-Gurion University’s Jewish-Israeli student population itself. With government and institutional university support, students founded exclusively Jewish settlements across the Naqab, which provide student housing with the explicit goal of facilitating permanent residence on state lands previously inhabited by Palestinian Bedouins. Ayalim is one such initiative by Israeli military veterans to “revive Israel’s settlement model” in the Naqab.155 Ayalim has facilitated the establishment of twenty-two university “student villages,” which work to facilitate permanent migration by developing university-centered Jewish communities.156 Soliciting all Jewish university students at Ben-Gurion University, Ayalim offers highly subsidized housing and an additional scholarship for regional volunteer work.157 The student villages are run in collaboration with the local government, the Jewish Agency, and the World Zionist Organization settlement division.158 They are also promoted by Ben-Gurion University and student union websites and operate an information center on campus.159

What began as a Ben-Gurion University and Naqab-based initiative has since expanded to other universities and regions. Ayalim and Kedma—another demographic-engineering organization—are currently working to extend student-led “Judaization” efforts to the Galilee, the occupied West Bank, along the Gaza border, and “mixed” Jewish-Palestinian cities across Israel.160 With support from the Ministries of Education, Agriculture, and Defense, these organizations are anchoring Jewish settlement growth in the student life of Ben-Gurion University and all Israeli universities.161

Ariel University and the “Judaization” of the West Bank


“To support Ariel University is to support Zionism.” —Avraham Zion, professor at Ariel University162



The latest academic-territorial frontier is being advanced by Ariel University, founded with the explicit goal of expanding Israel’s settlement project and promoting the “Judaization” of the occupied West Bank.163 One of the earliest Israeli academic institutions in the OPT, Ariel University was first established as “Judea and Samaria Academic College,” under the auspices of Bar-Ilan University in 1982. The academic college was named after the settlement of Ariel, which hosts the institution, and was planned as a vehicle for the settlement’s development and growth.164 Ariel’s founders sought to develop it into an Israeli urban center in the West Bank, which would, in turn, provide services and facilitate the establishment of other smaller Jewish settlements and outposts.165 Like the mitspim in the Galilee and the “single farms” in the Naqab, the settlement of Ariel was strategically built as a partition along a mountain ridge to break up Palestinian territorial contiguity and curtail development of the Palestinian district of Salfit.166

Ariel was established in 1978 in the central West Bank by a “settlement core” led by employees of Israeli Military Industries and their families.167 In 1973, they proposed that a settlement be founded at the heart of the West Bank yet a short commute from the Israeli Military Industries headquarters just north of Tel Aviv.168 The founders planned to establish a secular urban center in the OPT, which would reduce the “psychological distance” for Israelis between the West Bank and the Tel Aviv Metropolitan Area and encourage further settlement expansion.169 At the suggestion of the Planning Directorate of the Israeli military General Headquarters, the settlement core selected a hilltop on the farm and grazing lands of the Palestinian village Haris.170 In violation of international law, Israel forcibly seized the territory from the Palestinians of Haris and declared it state land.171

Though the founders of Ariel described the location as a “rocky deserted hilltop,” they initially named their town “Timnat Haris” for the Palestinian village on whose lands they built.172 A few months later, the settlement name was officially changed to Ariel, one of the biblical names for Jerusalem, which the founding settlers believed would solidify its status as “the center of Israel.”173

Central to Ariel’s claims to Palestinian land and to its development plans was the aspiration to establish a university. Just one year after Ariel’s founding, Ron Nachman, founder and then head of the Ariel local council, wrote a 1979 memorandum to Prime Minister Begin outlining his vision for establishing a city in the West Bank. In the memorandum, Nachman defined the needs of the future city as including access to a freeway, connection to a seaport or airport, and, most crucially, a university. He contended that the contribution of a university to branding the city is “enormous,” as it would increase demand for housing and serve as a strong pull for visitors and future residents.174 “Anyone who comes to study here becomes our supporter,” Nachman argued. “Instead of Ariel being a sleepy city, cafes and restaurants are opening here and it is becoming a university city. Success brings more success.”175

Ariel became a city within a decade, with the college fueling its population growth. Ads to solicit new settlers centrally featured the college, and the city’s real estate has been tied to its development.176 With the institution’s recognition as a university in 2012, real estate investment and rental prices shot up as both developers and students flooded the settlement.177 The university is considered the engine of Ariel’s growth, producing a demand for housing that spurred increases in rent and property prices as well as a flurry of new real estate development designated as student housing. Ariel is now marketed as a “student city” and has even been dubbed a “university with a city.”178 It is through the university, then, that Ariel has been transformed in Israeli public perception from an illegal and heavily militarized settlement into a suburb of Tel Aviv.179

Like Ben-Gurion University in the Naqab, Ariel University directly facilitates the engagement of its students in regional “Judaization” programs. The student-led organization Kedma established “student villages” in Ariel and in nearby settlements across the West Bank catering to Ariel University.180 The university promotes the villages and collaborates with a government subsidized nonprofit to offer its student residents affordable housing and a scholarship, in exchange for their contribution to immigrant absorption and service provision in the settlement.181 The university also grants academic credits to students volunteering for night shifts as guards and day shifts in farming in twenty-eight illegal outposts across the occupied West Bank, including on private Palestinian lands.182

Since its establishment in the OPT, the settlement of Ariel has continuously encroached on the lands of neighboring Palestinian villages in violation of their rights and international law.183 A network of roads and a checkpoint serving Ariel—and the illegal separation barrier intended to surround the settlement and annex it to Israeli territory—serve to confiscate additional lands from indigenous Palestinian villages and violate the right to movement of tens of thousands of Palestinian residents.184 The municipal area of Ariel contains enclaves of privately owned Palestinian cultivated farmland and grazing territory whose owners are prohibited from accessing them. Israel progressively declared most of the territory under the municipality as state land, gradually expropriating and annexing Palestinian enclaves to Ariel as the city expands. Ariel’s untreated wastewater pollutes the water sources of neighboring Palestinian villages, causing disease among residents and damage to livestock and crops.185

The university itself seized private Palestinian land. Adjacent to the campus, the expropriated land is used by the university as a parking lot and space for outdoor student events, as well as a site to dump several tons of waste generated by construction for new student dorms.186

In the face of repeated condemnation by the UN, international human rights organizations, and the governments of the United States and European Union, Israel continues to establish facts-on-the-ground and expand the settlement of Ariel and its university.187 Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu vowed that Ariel would continue to develop around its academic institution. “Anyone who understands geography knows how important Ariel is,” Netanyahu asserted, declaring it to be an “integral and inseparable” part of the state of Israel.188 Indeed, Israel has designated Ariel as an immovable “settlement bloc,” whose annexation to Israel is not subject to negotiation. Despite statements from both Palestinian leadership and international experts that such an annexation would be detrimental to Palestinian sovereignty in the West Bank, Israel insisted on it during the 2000 Camp David negotiations as well as at the 2007 Annapolis Conference.189

The administrators of Ariel University waged a coordinated campaign with the Israeli government and the Council of Higher Education (CHE) to develop the academic institution. Initially designated as a college under the auspices of Bar-Ilan University, the institution’s administration requested that the CHE recognize its bachelor’s degree–granting programs as independent from Bar-Ilan. Unable to officially extend its jurisdiction to Ariel as an institution in Occupied Territory, the CHE collaborated with the Israeli government to extend the scope of its authority to the West Bank through an order from the governing military commander in 1992. The CHE further created a subordinate body called CHE Judea and Samaria that same year.190 Funded by the same Planning and Budgeting Committee and later consisting of the same governing committee members, the CHE and CHE Judea and Samaria worked in coordination to extend recognition to bachelor’s degrees granted by the college at Ariel.191

As it grew its degree-granting programs, the college also expanded the reach of Israeli legal jurisdiction in the West Bank. Ariel’s institutional independence from Bar-Ilan University was further extended in 2005, when CHE Judea and Samaria granted recognition to the institution to begin operation as a “university center,” while it was being evaluated for full university status. The institution changed its name to the Ariel University Center in Samaria and opened new master’s degrees programs to meet CHE guidelines.192 Full accreditation came soon thereafter in 2012, authorized by the Israeli military. The CHE Judea and Samaria officially recognized the institution at Ariel as a university, a move that was finalized with the approval of the major general of the Israeli military Central Command, the official regional sovereign authority in the occupied West Bank.193 The CHE then extended formal recognition and support for the accreditation of Ariel as Israel’s eighth university in 2013.194

As soon as it achieved university status, both Ariel and CHE Judea and Samaria unilaterally stopped requesting ratification from the CHE, as required for all doctoral degrees from institutions outside of Israel, declaring that the CHE’s regulations already apply to it.195 This created irregularities in the adjudication of degrees that Ariel University administrators and annexation proponents in the Israeli government both orchestrated and used to advance Israeli sovereignty in the OPT, leading to the final step toward official annexation facilitated by Ariel University. In 2018, the Knesset voted to amend the CHE statute to disband CHE Judea and Samaria and apply CHE authority to Ariel University and all Israeli institutions of higher education in the West Bank.196 The Minister of Higher Education and head of the CHE as well as Knesset members of far-right parties immediately celebrated the move as “making history” and “another step of establishing sovereignty” in the OPT.197 They openly dismissed the denunciations by Palestinian Knesset Members for this blatant violation of international law, explicitly asserting that “we came to govern.”198

As the final move before its dissolution in 2018, CHE Judea and Samaria voted to approve the establishment of a faculty of medicine at Ariel University.199 The faculty’s inaugural ceremony at Ariel that same year included Israeli government officials and Sheldon and Miriam Adelson, major funders of Prime Minister Netanyahu and the Israeli right and, now, a new medical school that bears their name. President Reuven Rivlin and Minister of Education Naftali Bennett praised the expansion of Ariel University, commendations echoed at the ceremony by Miriam Adelson when she declared: “True Zionism is knowing what belongs to us by right.”200

The normalization and development of Ariel University and the Israeli settlement of the West Bank have thus been intertwined. The institution confers degrees as a means of expanding Israeli sovereignty and advancing the annexation of the OPT.

In the face of the overtly articulated use of academia to serve Israeli territorial expansion internationally condemned as illegal, the Israeli academic community has used Ariel University to whitewash their own participation in the national “Judaization” project. The recognition of Ariel University in such flagrant violation of international law threatened to undermine Israel’s other universities, which share its state funding and are governed by the same accreditation process. This led to a short-lived opposition campaign waged by Israeli university administrations against Ariel University’s accreditation. Most of the opposition staged by Israeli universities centered on the technical and financial implications of accreditation. Following the 2012 recognition of Ariel as a university by the CHE Judea and Samaria and the Israeli military Central Command, a committee of university presidents sent letters of objection to Prime Minister Netanyahu and the minister of finance. They primarily cited funding and budgetary constraints that would be exacerbated were research funds to be directed to an additional university.201

Seven Israeli universities then petitioned the Israeli Supreme Court to block the certification. In their petition, the universities objected to the accreditation decision on account of its bias and lack of procedural transparency, its failure to consider recommendations made by the Planning and Budgeting Committee, and its negative financial implications for all existing universities.202 This petition was rejected by the Supreme Court in 2013, which deemed the accreditation procedure appropriate and consistent with the CHE laws and regulations governing all other Israeli universities.203 Once the accreditation was upheld by the Supreme Court, institutional opposition by Israeli universities was effectively dispelled.

The primary concern for Israeli academics throughout Ariel University’s accreditation process has been their own self-preservation. In response to the 2018 legislation extending CHE jurisdiction to the occupied West Bank, some Israeli academic associations and individual faculty warned that this move constituted a breach of the scientific cooperation agreement that Israel had signed with the European Union, mandating a separation between the academic institutions in Israel and in the OPT.204 The committee of university presidents further cautioned that by including Ariel University under the CHE, all Israeli universities have become implicated in scientific inquiry in the OPT: a move with potentially significant repercussions for international cooperation and funding.205

Even so, in 2021 the committee of university presidents announced a decision to accept Ariel University into the committee. Explaining this reversal, sources from the committee reasoned that once the CHE Judea and Samaria was disbanded, Ariel had already formally become an Israeli university. Another source conceded that the committee’s opposition was muted after the significant international repercussions it anticipated in response to the accreditation of Ariel University did not transpire.206

[image: Images]

Israeli universities tried, for a time, to frame Ariel University as exceptional. Yet it is but the latest frontier in a well-established tradition of demographic and territorial programming promoted by Israeli institutions of higher education. Despite initially distancing itself from Ariel, Hebrew University has served as a model for all the universities that followed it to become state outposts and pillars of regional “Judaization” efforts. The Hebrew University’s charter states that the institution was established “out of the Zionist aspirations of the Jewish people,” and, in direct continuity, Ariel University’s charter proclaims its aim to be a “Zionist university.”207

For over a century, Israeli universities have been expanding national borders and advancing “Jewish sovereignty” across all historic Palestine. Israeli universities continue to serve as settlement outposts on confiscated Palestinian lands, warehouses of looted Palestinian books, and militarized bases for the Israeli state to further Palestinian dispossession.




3

The Scholarly Security State


“Unlike in the United States where research is conducted at national labs, Israel has no such equivalent institutions … Military R&D in Israel would not exist without the universities. They carry out all the basic scientific investigation, which is then developed either by defense industries or the army.” —Former Major General Professor Isaac Ben-Israel, former head of the Yuval Ne’eman Workshop at Tel Aviv University1

“Without us there would be no industry … the Israeli knowledge industry relies almost entirely on public-funded infrastructure and investment, which is funded by taxes, such as the military technological units, primarily Unit 8200, the defense industries such as IMI and Rafael, academic research at universities and budgets of the Chief Scientist.” —Professor Isaiah Arkin, vice president of research and development at Hebrew University2



The development of Israeli universities is imbricated with the rise of Israeli military industries. Designed as state-building institutions, they were recruited to support its apparatuses of violence soon after their founding. Following the establishment of Hebrew University in Jerusalem in 1918, the Zionist movement founded two additional institutions of higher education in Palestine: the Technion opened in Haifa in 1925, and the Weizmann Institute of Science in Rehovot in 1934. Hebrew University was the Zionist movement’s first comprehensive university dedicated to research and teaching across disciplines; the Technion was designed as the center of engineering; and the Weizmann Institute was committed to scientific research for state-building.3 During the intensifying military campaigns leading up to the founding of Israel in 1948, the Zionist movement officially enlisted its three universities.

In 1946, the Haganah Zionist militia established HEMED, the Science Corps, which opened bases on all three campuses. Universities soon became central to the development and manufacture of weapons.4 In February 1948, a Hebrew University doctoral student in microbiology initiated and headed the biological department at HEMED. By April 1948, the department prepared typhoid-dysentery bacteria to be used as a biological weapon.5

Throughout the spring of 1948, the Haganah and other Zionist militias led military campaigns to expel Palestinians and claim their lands. HEMED supported these efforts through departments that focused on chemical, biological, and nuclear research and warfare capabilities, aided by university students and researchers.6

HEMED’s biological department typhoid-dysentery bacteria was used in the Haganah’s Cast Thy Bread operation to poison Palestinian water sources.7 This operation was personally overseen by Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion and planned as a mechanism to prevent Palestinian return to the villages from which they were expelled by Zionist militias. On May 13, 1948, just before the war, Cast Thy Bread was implemented in the recently depopulated Palestinian village of Bayt Mahsir.8

As part of the Haganah campaigns to depopulate major Palestinian cities in the weeks leading up to the 1948 war, typhoid-dysentery was used to poison Palestinian communities where they were still living. In early May, the Haganah poisoned water sources in Palestinian neighborhoods in Jerusalem and the Kabri aqueduct that fed Acre. The poisoning caused a disease outbreak in the targeted Palestinian communities but did not have the debilitating effect its proponents had hoped for.9 Moreover, when the operation was expanded to target Egyptian and other Arab forces, Zionist operatives were caught and Arab states brought reports of the poisoning to the UN Security Council.10 The representative of the Jewish Agency for Palestine, Abba Eban, vehemently denied the operation and worked to prevent further probes into the poisoning by accusing the Arab states of peddling in “antisemitic incitement.”11 A few months later, by December of 1948, Cast Thy Bread was discontinued by the Zionist leadership and military establishment in Palestine.12 Despite this, the operation proved to be only the beginning for the Science Corps.

Throughout the remainder of the 1948 war, all HEMED departments were activated, and the faculty and students of the three universities were recruited to conduct military research and experimentation. The Weizmann Institute officially put its equipment and campus buildings at the disposal of the Haganah and, later, the newly formed Israeli military. For its part, the nascent Israeli government’s central recruitment committee released all institute researchers and employees from their military duties and designated them as soldiers by virtue of their work. Senior researchers, employees, and students sustained the institute’s activities 24/7 in rotating shifts. Faculty and students across the three institutions began developing and manufacturing diverse weaponry, including plastic explosives, rockets based on synthetic propellant compounds, shells for mortars and cannons, and ignition mechanisms for Napalm, tear gasses, and mines.13

By the end of the war, the Weizmann Institute had come to anchor the Military Science Corps and, together with the Technion, became the military-scientific center of the Israeli state.14 The 1948 war marked the beginning, not the end, of university militarization.

Senior administrators and faculty at the Weizmann Institute and the Technion later led the development of Israeli military industries. They advocated establishing Israeli science as the basis of Israeli military power by developing and manufacturing Israeli advanced weaponry. In so doing, these scientists even went against the Israeli military leadership, which often espoused a more conservative approach to military research and development and favored purchasing weaponry from other states.15 Ultimately, the scientists won. As Israeli research and development of weapons became institutionalized, the Science Corps was detached from the military. In 1952, HEMED was brought under the Ministry of Defense, where university scientists wielded more influence. It became the Research and Design Directorate, led by David Bergman, one of the founders and senior administrators of the Weizmann Institute. In 1958, the directorate became the Authority for the Development of Armaments (Harashut Haleumit Lepituach Emtzaei Lehima), best known by its Hebrew acronym, Rafael.16

One of Israel’s leading state-owned weapons corporations, Rafael is now a major supplier to the Israeli military.17 It is particularly known for its development and production of missiles, and armor and weapon systems for tanks, jet aircraft, and naval forces. Rafael technology and weapons are deployed in the Occupied Palestinian Territory and, on this basis, exported internationally. True to its origins at the facilities of the Weizmann Institute and the Technion, Rafael still calls itself “the national laboratory of Israel.”18

Rafael was not the only weapons company birthed by Israeli academia. With support from the state, the Technion opened a Department of Aeronautical Engineering in 1954. The department tailored specialized courses based on Israeli military needs, and its faculty and students spearheaded the development of Israeli Aerospace Industries (IAI), transforming it into a company that produced Israeli-designed and manufactured fighter jets and missiles.19 Today, IAI is one of Israel’s leading weapons corporations, supplying the Israeli military with jets, drones, and weapons systems, and exporting them worldwide as “battle proven.”20

Since the establishment of these military industries, they have remained embedded in the Technion and are often difficult to distinguish from the university. Scientists and engineers regularly moved back and forth between the university and the weapons companies and have sent their students to join them as employees. The companies, for their part, have funded the establishment of major Technion laboratories, and a network of Technion faculty dedicated to military research and development have functioned as their shadow employees. Technion researchers have developed a wide range of technologies—including new missiles and drones—which have gone into production by Rafael, IAI, and other Israeli weapons corporations, and then gone on to be used by the Israeli military.21

Though an industry leader, the Technion is not alone. This chapter reveals how Israeli universities support and advance the work of the Israeli military, security state, and weapons corporations. Universities run tailored academic programs to train Israeli soldiers and security forces personnel to enhance their operations. University institutes and academic courses serve the state through research and policy recommendations, which are designed not only to maintain Israeli military rule but also to undermine the movement for Palestinian rights in the international arena. Departments and faculty collaborate with the Israeli military, government, and Israeli and international weapons corporations to research and develop technology for Israeli military use and for international export. By collaborating with state apparatuses and private entities that enforce Israel’s military occupation and apartheid, Israeli universities function as an academic arm of the Israeli security state.

Academic Hasbara

On March 30, 2018, tens of thousands of unarmed Palestinians began marching in the Gaza Strip toward the Israeli walls and barriers that enclosed them.22 For the next fifty-one weeks, Palestinian men, women, and children marched every Friday, tens of thousands of people gathering at the wall.23 Kept under a debilitating and illegal Israeli siege that has been deemed collective punishment, the Gaza Strip suffers from a critical shortage of clean drinking water, food and raw materials, and medicine and medical services.24 The Israeli blockade suffocates Palestinians in the Gaza Strip in overcrowded refugee camps and in severe poverty, without avenues to leave, including for medical treatment.25 In what became known as the “Great March of Return,” Palestinians demanded their freedom, an end to the blockade, and the right to return to the homes and lands from which they were displaced in the 1948 Nakba or by Israel’s 1967 military occupation.26

The Israeli military met these demonstrations by positioning snipers along the wall, who used high-velocity rifles to shoot directly at protestors. The snipers shot and killed at least 195 protestors, including medical personnel and journalists.27 Over 35,600 protestors were injured, including 533 children.28 Thousands of Palestinians were severely wounded or maimed by Israeli live ammunition, with at least 76 demonstrators requiring amputation of upper or lower limbs as a result of their injuries.29

The UN Commission of Inquiry found that Israel’s deliberate use of live ammunition against civilian protestors violated international humanitarian law and may constitute crimes against humanity.30 What the UN deemed a war crime, the Institute for National Security Studies (INSS) at Tel Aviv University considered a public relations crisis.

As early as June 2018, the INSS collaborated with the Israeli Military Spokesperson Unit to host a conference titled “The Battle for Public Opinion: Gaza as a Case Study.”31 The conference brought together military experts, officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, journalists, and INSS fellows to discuss how Israel could best spin reports of Israeli military snipers shooting unarmed Palestinian protestors. The conference conceptualized the Great March of Return as an Israeli public relations problem, with panelists lamenting the inferiority of the Israeli narrative in the international arena. Israeli correspondents explained that the state’s public relations failure was caused by the photographs and videos of Palestinian civilians maimed and killed at protests, images they claimed were “better” and more memorable for international audiences. Ron Ben-Yishai, a senior journalist at Yedioth Ahronoth put it bluntly: “When [an Israeli] sniper fires a bullet at someone’s leg, it’s a kinetic aspect of a public opinion battle.”32 Ben-Yishai explained the challenges of narrating the Israeli perspective when the international community is exposed to images from the March of Return: “Israel is from the outset at a disadvantage. We are Goliath and they are David.”33

Concurring, government representatives discussed their tactics of establishing “shared messaging” and credible public relations, as well as their close coordination with international media to influence coverage of Israeli operations. State representatives stressed the importance of a coherent and unified system of military intelligence and government offices that could coordinate “shared messages.” They discussed their strategy of maintaining a narrow pool of Israeli spokespeople, who become known to the international community and can be trusted to stay on message, alongside tours for international media to introduce them to Israeli messaging. Finally, government officials explained their strategies of demanding corrections to what they considered “distorted headlines” in international media, as well as lobbying major American media outlets to cover the marches as a “Hamas ploy” rather than civilian protests. Together with INSS fellows, journalists and military and government officials explicitly strategized about countering criticisms of Israel’s military occupation and facilitating international identification with Israel.34

The use of academic spaces and fora to build state propaganda strategy, called hasbara, is common practice across Israeli universities. Housed at Tel Aviv University, the INSS is Israel’s leading and most prestigious university-based think tank in the service of the state. The stated mission of the INSS is to conduct research on—and offer the Israeli government analyses and recommendations about—issues central to the state’s “national security agenda.”35 The institute maintains close ties with the Israeli government, military, and security state forces; the executive staff, and the majority of its fellows, have previously occupied high-ranking positions in the Israeli military.36 The institute’s annual conference brings together senior policy-makers, influential Knesset members, and government and military leaders to debate Israel’s major strategic issues.37 Its flagship publication, the annual Strategic Assessment for Israel, is received by the Israeli president at an official ceremony each year. The INSS publication offers the state key policy recommendations on issues of “national security,” including groundwork for military operations in the OPT and strategies for thwarting measures to hold Israel accountable for its violations of international law.38

The INSS plays an important role in shaping Israeli public policy in other aspects of Israeli foreign relations, particularly with research projects for maintaining Israel’s international status and legitimacy in the United States and with American Jewry. This includes the institute’s research programs “Delegitimization and BDS” and “The American Jewish Community and Israel’s National Security,” which regularly put together conferences and roundtables and publish scholarly reports including policy recommendations. These programs aim to create timely opportunities for the Israeli state to draw lessons from past experience and improve Israeli hasbara efforts, often in response to current events.39

INSS researchers regularly formulate policy for the Israeli state to combat the BDS movement and other campaigns critical of Israel, including the recommendation to employ Israeli intelligence agencies to “incriminate,” “undermine,” and “sabotage” activists working for Palestinian rights.40 To address what they call the “delegitimization” of Israel, the INSS offers policy recommendations for disrupting BDS organizing, including through covert action by Israel’s intelligence community. Assembled by an INSS group of Tel Aviv University faculty, former Israeli diplomats, and military personnel, the recommendations include “maligning and incriminating” BDS activists for connections with organizations construed by Israel as “terrorist” or human rights violators, disclosing personal histories of activists “contravening Western norms,” and exposing the “dubious validity of their resources,” as well as “actively sabotaging” social movement activities.41 On American university campuses, the recommendations include Israeli intelligence forces’ collaboration with civilian bodies and “to ‘launder’ classified intelligence products” so that partner organizations can effectively work against criticism of Israel.42

At the University of Haifa, the Comper Interdisciplinary Center for the Study of Anti-Semitism and Racism plays another role in Israeli hasbara, primarily by mobilizing students. “Ambassadors Online,” a program initiated and led by center head and media studies professor Eli Avraham, offers academic and “practical training” to cultivate student capabilities to become “unofficial ambassadors” and leaders in Israel hasbara.43 As shown by previous syllabi, the course content includes lectures by University of Haifa faculty and deans, alongside members of the Israeli state hasbara apparatuses, including from the Prime Minister’s Office and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The course final assignment was to create content for Israeli public diplomacy.44

When initially launched in 2012, “Ambassadors Online” was offered as an extracurricular activity. Today, it is an accredited course at the University of Haifa, which even offers select scholarships for participating students.45

The Comper Center offers research scholarships for the study of what it calls the “delegitimization of Israel and the new anti-Semitism.” Sharing resources for Israeli advocacy, the Center’s website links to the Israeli military, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and a range of Israeli and international Zionist advocacy organizations, as well as a report, entitled “Strategies to Combat the Academic Boycott of Israel.”46 Co-authored by Eli Avraham, the report is intended for “Israeli scholars going on Sabbatical, attending conferences overseas or studying abroad” and proposes hasbara talking points to respond to or spin some of the main arguments of the Palestinian BDS movement.47 The report’s many claims are broad and often overtly colonial, backed by examples that are anecdotal and inaccurate or completely unsubstantiated; these include statements such as, “there is no discrimination between Jewish and Arab students on Israeli campuses,” and “the situation and living conditions of the Palestinians have improved under Israeli rule.”48

The University of Haifa markets itself as especially well positioned to make claims about Palestinian life. Located in the Palestinian-majority Galilee and servicing the highest number of Palestinian students than any Israeli university, the university likes to showcase its own campus as modeling Israel’s alleged multicultural pluralism. As such, the “Ambassadors Online” program has been particularly eager to employ Palestinians to do the work of Israeli hasbara. In 2017, the program gave honorary awards exclusively to Druze Palestinians—who are also the only Palestinian citizens drafted to the Israeli military—at a ceremony honoring their contribution to state propaganda.49 Eli Avraham was explicit that the awards were intended to deploy Palestinians and other minorities in showcasing a different image of Israel to the world:


This time we wanted to give only to the men and women of the Druze community; the idea was showing respect and appreciation and thanking those people in order to encourage and strengthen them. Our institution works on the relationship between academia and the government and the relationship with civil society. I believe that soon it will also be given to members of other ethnic groups who are engaged in Israeli hasbara.50



This mobilization has already proven effective. Just two months after the awards ceremony, the University of Haifa hosted a delegation of the Ohio House of Representatives, in which Palestinian students selected by the Comper Center were deployed to aid in portraying their campus as a beacon of pluralism. The message was received. As representative Tim Ginter proclaimed to the press: “When you look at the Israeli academy, you realize how much the BDS lie to the whole world. The Israeli Academy treats all students equally, regardless of religion, race or gender. We are here to encourage more and more collaborations with this great university and to denounce this [BDS] phenomenon.”51 President Ron Rubin returned in kind:


We were proud to host our friends from the US parliament in Ohio, who these days are passing another important legislation against the BDS movement. The University of Haifa operates a unique platform to fight against these entities; through the project “Ambassadors Online” Jewish, Arab, and foreign students receive unique training in digital diplomacy and spread the truth about life in Israel in general and academia in particular. We will continue to develop intellectual and other means, in order to strike the industry of lies.52



At a ceremony in 2019 celebrating the new academic track crediting students for the study of methodologies in Israeli hasbara, Rubin proudly declared: “The University of Haifa is at the forefront of the fight against anti-Semitism and the boycott movement.”53

Indeed, “Ambassadors Online” is designed to repress the BDS movement, in Israel and globally. The university has been mobilizing its students and resources to develop communication tools to counter the BDS movement and, where state-led propaganda is no longer sufficient, to criminalize it. Through centers such as the INSS and Comper, Israeli academia offers resources to the Israeli state in its campaign to evade accountability for its illegal military occupation and regime of apartheid. They produce scholarly work to justify its military operations in the international arena, fortifying the state against the anticipated scrutiny yet to come.

But Israeli universities’ support for the military does not stop there. Their academic programs train Israeli soldiers before they are deployed to the Occupied Palestinian Territory, in military offensives that violate international laws of war.

Academic Bases: Training Israeli Security Forces


“The combination of military and academic training requires close and deep cooperation between the university and the air force flight academy. Each side brings to this joint program tradition, principles and values that at first glance seem very different, but upon deeper examination it is evident that their similarities are greater than their differences.” —Professor Michael Codish, former head of the air force program at Ben-Gurion University54

“The University of Haifa is responsible for the academic training of the IDF’s command core for years to come, and we are proud to open our door to IDF forces and to be the academic home of the security forces. These dear people are working day and night for the security of the State of Israel and we will provide them with the highest level of educational content.” —Professor Ron Rubin, former president of the University of Haifa55



Israeli universities run programs that conceptualize academic and military training as one and the same. All public universities offer their facilities, faculty, and expertise for Israeli military training, advancing the career development of soldiers and security state personnel through specialized degree-granting programs.56 Atuda (academic reserve) is a specialized academic program for soldiers—run by the Israeli military and Ministry of Defense, in collaboration with weapons manufacturers and the Administration for the Development of Weapons and Technological Infrastructure—that is administered through the Israeli university system. The Atuda program was developed to offer the Israeli military a cadre of highly educated and specialized soldiers, amid a national draft of high school seniors.57

Through Atuda, the Israeli military offers fifty degree programs across all public Israeli universities, covering soldiers’ tuition and granting needs-based stipends in exchange for extended military service as commanders and officers.58 The wide-ranging disciplines include languages, humanities, law, life sciences, data sciences, and engineering. Through Atuda, soldiers are drafted and then sent to complete academic degrees and basic training, followed by a minimum six years of military service. This elite academic-military track has long operated as a pipeline to both military leadership and academia, as well as to Israel’s military and tech industries.59

By the accounts of senior military personnel and academics, the program outputs are consequential. They claim that Atuda is central to Israel’s technological capabilities and competitive edge in the global market. Knowledge and ideas developed through Atuda are not patented by the military, allowing for a “knowledge spillover” into the Israeli private sector.60 Graduates of Atuda degree programs in physics, math, and computer science have frequently assumed key positions in Israeli military research and development; some later established their own security sector companies worth millions of dollars.61

Complementing Atuda degree programs, Israeli universities run specialized degrees for high-ranking military personnel. The University of Haifa houses flagship programs of this kind through three Israeli military academies: the National Security College, the Tactical Command College, and the Alon Command and Control College. Through the National Security College, the University of Haifa offers a tailored master’s degree in security theory for Israeli colonels and high-ranking members of Israeli security agencies.62 Though under the auspices of a public university, the National Security College is headed by an Israeli major-general, and all students are enrolled in the master’s program by the military and their respective security agencies, and cannot independently apply.63 As explained by the Israeli military, these academic programs are designed to ensure uniformity and continuity in the training of Israeli commanders. Through the Alon Command and Control College, the University of Haifa offers tailored master’s degrees in political science to army battalion commanders and air force squadron commanders, with a specialization in “military security.”64

The boundaries are blurred between military training bases and Israeli university campuses. In some elite programs, soldiers complete specialized degree programs throughout their active military service, such as with Ben-Gurion University’s accelerated BA for fighter pilots designed to complement their professional training.65 In others, military and academic training are intertwined and carried out across both university campuses and military bases, such as with Hebrew University’s Talpiot combined BSc in physics, computer science, and math. Under the auspices of the Administration for the Development of Weapons and Technological Infrastructure and the Israeli Air Force, the program fosters leadership in “technological research” for the maintenance and development of weapon systems for the Israeli military and the security establishment.66 Most of the training takes place at the Air Force Command and Leadership School at Hebrew University’s Giv’at Ram Campus, but soldiers are also trained in military bases and security state facilities. Following their graduation and training, Talpiot soldiers are integrated into units of the Israeli military and security state in leadership positions in areas of technological innovation and development.67 After their mandatory nine years of service, an average of one-third of Talpiot graduates stay in the military, another third enter academia, and the rest move into the private sector.68 Across these three spheres, Talpiot soldiers play pivotal roles in the research and development sustaining Israeli military capabilities and in the sales of weapons in the global security market.

Though Talpiot is by far the Israeli military’s most elite Atuda program, Hebrew University does not hold a monopoly on military research and development.69 The Technion runs Alonim, an accelerated BSc to MSc program in data science for soldiers, after which they are incorporated into R&D projects in technological military units and the security state.70 Alongside Ben-Gurion University, the Technion offers the Brakim BSc to MSc program in engineering, training soldiers for R&D in Israel’s military and military industries.71 The accompanying Bareket master’s program in data engineering, run with Bar-Ilan University, trains soldiers in data science, coding, and programming for military application.72 Tel Aviv University’s School of Electrical Engineering runs the Galim MSc program, where soldiers receive academic guidance from the Intelligence Corps to prepare for placement in technological units of the Israeli military and in the security forces.73 Elite programs such as these offer directed academic training to soldiers to integrate them into R&D for the Israeli military and military industries. As head of the School of Electrical Engineering Mark Shtaif explained: “The Galim program is another important step in strengthening the relationship between academia and industry, and in this case the IDF. It is about utilizing the potential that exists in the connection between exceptionally high-quality youth, and the needs of the IDF’s intelligence units.”74

Tel Aviv University professor Evyatar Matnia, himself a Talpiot graduate, pushed the Israeli Intelligence Corps to utilize academic training to advance their capabilities. While serving as lieutenant colonel in the reserves of the Israeli Intelligence Directorate in 2003, Matnia walked unannounced into the office of the Chief Intelligence Officer and placed a twelve-page proposal on his desk. This document lay the foundation for what became the flagship Intelligence Corps Atuda program, the result of what Matnia called “thinking about the right way to build the future officers of the Intelligence Directorate.”75 The intent was to develop tailored degree programs that were “adapted for the needs of the intelligence community in the modern era.”76 Hebrew University runs two such elite programs: Havatzalot, which offers soldiers regional and linguistic expertise in Middle East studies, and Gamla, a BA program for Intelligence Corps officers preparing for extended service at the rank of major.77

This daily labor of Israeli Intelligence Corps soldiers violates Palestinian human rights, as stipulated in international law and the Fourth Geneva Convention.78 Many of the soldiers graduating from Hebrew University’s tailored degree programs serve in Unit 8200, the largest and most central Intelligence Corps unit. Unit 8200 is the military’s central collection unit, responsible for amassing all intelligence transmissions, including phone calls, text messages, and emails.79 As Palestinians have long reported—and as Israeli whistleblowers from the unit have corroborated—soldiers from Unit 8200 use their routine surveillance of Palestinians in the OPT to extort or try them, based on their most personal information. Soldiers reported that their daily work included gathering data used to try Palestinians in military courts without ever seeing the evidence against them and documenting a wide variety of personal information that can be used to extort Palestinians into serving as informants or otherwise collaborating with the Israeli military and Shin Bet: including financial difficulties, sexual orientation, serious illness, or medical treatments needed by a loved one.80

In a 2014 protest letter to the Israeli government, forty-three soldiers and reservists from Unit 8200 revealed that “information that is collected and stored harms innocent people and is used for political persecution and creating division in Palestinian society by recruiting collaborators and turning parts of Palestinian society against itself … the Intelligence Corps enables continuous control over millions of people, in-depth and intrusive supervision and invasion of most areas of life.”81 These Intelligence Corps soldiers exposed the wide latitude they had in making highly consequential decisions over Palestinian life. As one of the letter writers explained: “Junior soldiers can decide that someone is a target for information gathering. There is no procedure in which they consider whether the violation of a person’s rights is justified. The idea of Palestinian rights does not exist at all.”82 Unit 8200 soldiers reported firsthand knowledge of Israeli security personnel extorting and recruiting Palestinians based on their loved ones needing cancer treatments. As one soldier testified: “If you need urgent medical treatment in Israel, the West Bank or abroad—we were looking for you. The state of Israel will let you die before it will let you go for medical treatment without giving information about your wanted cousin.”83

Palestinians across the OPT have been reporting these forms of Israeli coercion for years, including interrogations and extortion of Palestinians seeking care for serious illnesses. A thirty-eight-year-old Palestinian father of two living in the Gaza Strip was one of many to report this experience in 2007. Diagnosed with Hodgkin’s lymphoma, he petitioned to obtain entry to seek treatment at an Israeli hospital but was questioned and extorted as he tried to cross the Erez checkpoint. Interrogated for hours, he was asked to inform on his brother and other relatives, after which the Israeli interrogator threatened to withhold his access to treatment, telling him: “You have cancer, and it will soon spread to your brain, as long as you don’t help us.”84 After being forced to wait for over ten hours, he missed his appointment and returned home.85 Al Mezan Center for Human Rights reports that Israeli practices of extorting and arresting Palestinian cancer patients as they travel to and from the Gaza Strip are ongoing and have documented such cases up to 2023.86 Al Mezan and Physicians for Human Rights–Israel have documented these Israeli practices, which they argue may constitute a war crime for violating international humanitarian law, and violate Article 31 of the Fourth Geneva Convention and the UN Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment.87

Intelligence Corps soldiers whose daily work violates Palestinian human rights and international law are trained yearly at Israeli universities. So, too, are Israeli Air Force pilots and military engineers, as Israeli campuses have taken on many functions of military training bases. In tailoring courses and degrees to soldiers and offering soldiers exclusive training under their auspices, Israeli universities have become integral to honing Israel’s military capabilities and reproducing its labor power.

Meanwhile, at labs on other corners of their campuses, faculty and students busily work to supply the Israeli military and military industries with research to develop the technologies with which Israeli soldiers sustain the occupation of Palestinian Territory.

The University-Military-Industrial Complex


“The Technion is woven into Elbit’s DNA.” —Michael Federmann, chairman of Elbit Systems88

“Elbit Systems is proud to be an active partner in advancing the research being carried out at the Technion … the investment in research and development is one of the key factors for Elbit Systems’ success so far and it is a vital condition for our continued leadership in the global defense industry.” —Yossi Ackerman, Elbit Systems president89

“The new program that we are launching and the annual contribution that Elbit Systems will give each year to research … is an example of fruitful cooperation between the Technion and the industry. I have no doubt that our students and Elbit Systems will enjoy and reap the fruit of this cooperation soon.” —Yitzhak Apeloig, Technion’s president90



Developed through collaborations with Israeli universities, Rafael, IAI, and Elbit are Israel’s leading military corporations and global exporters of technologies of war. Elbit is a world leader in the design and manufacture of drones, while Rafael and IAI are known for their missile systems. Initiated as nationally owned industries designed to supply domestically produced technologies to the Israeli state, their main client remains the Israeli military. As such, their products are routinely adopted by Israeli combat brigades and the Israeli air force and deployed against occupied Palestinians.

Elbit and IAI drones carrying Rafael missiles were used in Israeli offensives on the besieged Gaza Strip in 2008–9, 2012, and 2014.91 Elbit military aircraft display systems are integrated into F-16 fighter jets and Apache helicopters, including their helmet-mounted displays, enabling fighter pilots to fire weapons by pointing their head.92 These aircraft were used to fire missiles on Palestinians in all Israeli offensives on the Gaza Strip between 2008 and 2021.93 Israeli Merkava tanks were also used in these offensives, equipped with technology and weaponry designed and manufactured by the same corporations. Merkava tanks are produced by a designated directorate at the Ministry of Defense, in collaboration with the Israeli military and Elbit, and fitted with a Rafael Trophy radar system that provides Israeli soldiers with coordinates and shortens the “sensor-to-shooter cycle” to improve artillery effectiveness.94

Due to its disregard for and inadequate protection of Palestinian civilians, Israel was found by the UN Human Rights Council and international human rights organizations to have committed war crimes in all its major offensives on the Gaza Strip in 2008–9, 2012, 2014, and 2021.95 Weapons and technologies designed and manufactured by IAI, Elbit, and Rafael were deployed to commit these crimes. Yet the use of Israeli military industries’ technology against Palestinian civilians has not interrupted their collaborations and partnerships with Israeli universities.

The Technion remains instrumental to the expansion of Israeli military industries and continues to fuel them with new ideas and new employees.96 The Technion has created a university-to-military-industry pipeline, bringing Israeli weapons corporations onto campus and building programming so as to integrate their students into the industry while they are still enrolled. Rafael routinely arrives on campus to solicit students as employees, guiding them in choosing academic concentrations to meet the future needs of the company. Rafael has even tailored positions for Technion students, including transportation between campus and its facilities and offers select students guaranteed tenure at the company.97 Elbit has granted hundreds of thousands of dollars to fund directed research grants and scholarship programs and also trains students at the advanced laboratory it installed on campus and, through funding, directed that research and supporting instruction in electro-optics and other fields with military industry application.98

The Technion also operates long-standing joint R&D projects with Rafael and Elbit. With the launch of the Global War on Terror, the Technion opened its Center for Security Science and Technology, with the aim of enhancing collaboration with the Israeli security state and private industry abroad. Its annual conference features military industry leaders and Ministry of Defense representatives alongside Technion faculty and students presenting their recent technological innovations with military applications.99 The Technion’s Department of Aerospace Engineering was developed alongside and continues to run a wide range of collaborations with Israeli military industries.100 These include faculty and student projects funded by the Israeli Ministry of Defense and Rafael to develop research and technology for drones and missiles, among other weapons.101 The biannual Conference on Aerospace Science—put on by the Technion together with the Israeli Air Force, Rafael, and IAI—facilitates collaboration between students and faculty with the Israeli military and military industries and directed toward global export.102 In one of its most recent contracts in 2021, the Technion committed to developing new software for Rafael, Elbit, and Lockheed Martin.103

Though leading the development of weapons, the Technion is not alone. All Israeli universities work closely with the Israeli government to develop the state’s military industries and technologies for the military. Israel’s Administration for the Development of Weapons and Technological Infrastructure (MAFAT), the R&D directorate of Israel’s Ministry of Defense, maintains close ties with university administrations. MAFAT’s stated aim is to “ensure Israel’s ability to develop weapons to build its strength and to continue to maintain its qualitative advantage.”104 MAFAT is therefore responsible for weapons and technology infrastructure, cultivating technological research personnel, soliciting and funding research from Israeli universities, and collaborating with academic institutions and military industries on development for the Israeli military.105

The close cooperation between MAFAT and Israeli universities is often facilitated by their shared personnel. Isaac Ben-Israel, now a retired major general, held a variety of senior roles in the Israeli military, the last of which was head of MAFAT. With his retirement from the military in 2002, Ben-Israel immediately joined the faculty at Tel Aviv University. At the university, Ben-Israel founded and continues to head the Yuval Ne’eman Workshop for Science, Technology, and Security, which leads academic research with concrete applications for the security state, including cybersecurity, robotics, missiles, and guided weapons. The workshop also holds a conference series at Tel Aviv University that includes members of the Israeli military and security agencies as well as Israeli and international military industries.106 Its annual cybersecurity conference on campus is organized with the Israeli government and Israeli weapon expos and is intended to showcase technological innovations from Tel Aviv University and Israeli military corporations.107

The Yuval Ne’eman Workshop is not alone in openly showcasing university-facilitated academic research in service of the state and military industries. Many of MAFAT’s collaborations with academic departments and faculty are openly advertised. These include the programs, conferences, and expos of nanotechnology centers operated by six universities in collaboration with Israeli government agencies and military industries.108 Tel Aviv University’s Center for Nanoscience and Nanotechnology, for example, collaborates on R&D with Israeli weapons companies, including IAI and Elbit.109

Other initiatives are classified, with funding from MAFAT or other Israeli government agencies to support research projects announced only indirectly or without key details about the technological innovations that emerge from them.110 Some of these technologies are developed through collaborations with Israeli agencies and advertised only when they are brought to the private market. TAU Ventures, Tel Aviv University’s venture capital fund, for instance, worked with the Shin Bet to establish the Xcelerator program for start-ups.111 Selected student projects received a $50,000 grant from the Shin Bet and participated in a mentoring and consultation program run by the agency.112 Talamoos and Cyabra, two start-ups that emerged from the program, developed algorithms and systems for predicting user behaviors and inducing them to consume content, install software, or open links that enable state surveillance.113 These types of cooperation between universities, the security state, and military industries further transform campuses into facilities to develop technologies both for Israeli military use and for international export.

Alongside their campuses, Israeli universities often operate technological “parks,” where the application of their research can be translated into innovation for the Israeli security industry. The Weizmann Institute operates Kiryat Weizmann, a high-tech science park adjacent to its campus that facilitates joint research and product development between the institute and private corporations. It houses facilities of Israel’s weapons companies Rafael and Elbit and Elbit’s subsidiary El-Op, among others.114 The National Laboratory for the Development of Space Cameras, inaugurated by the Ministry of Defense at El-Op’s facilities at the park, works on technology for detecting targets illicitly photographed by drones, developed by the Weizmann Institute and Ben-Gurion University.115

Another such facility is Gav-Yam Negev, the advanced technologies park at the edge of the Ben-Gurion University campus. Launched in cooperation with the Be’er-Sheva Municipality, the Israeli military, and private investors, Gav-Yam Negev is slated to be Israel’s chief research and development center.116 Rafael’s research and development branch at the park serves to anchor technological innovation in advanced autonomous systems.117 President of Ben-Gurion University Rivka Carmi called Rafael’s facilities at the advanced technologies park a “realization of our vision.”118 Ran Gozali, senior vice president at Rafael, similarly rejoiced at the partnership: “This collaboration will help support our autonomous systems by working with leading experts in the field, such as the researchers at Ben-Gurion University. We are confident that this collaboration will help maintain the quality advantage and innovative solutions that Rafael offers its customers.”119

All seven of the major public universities in Israel have also established subsidiary commercialization companies to streamline this foreign export.120 These companies patent intellectual property for profit and market student and faculty innovations through collaboration with Israeli and international corporations.121 Expectedly, most of the university commercialization companies have formed long-term partnerships with Israeli and international military industries. Hebrew University’s commercialization company, Yissum (“application” in Hebrew), currently claims status as a global leader in technologies used for “home-land security.”122 The US government invests millions of dollars annually in supporting Hebrew University’s “counter-terrorism” research and Yissum’s technologies acquisition.123 Yissum also holds an agreement with Lockheed-Martin granting it the opportunity to acquire exclusive licenses for any invention or product resulting from joint applied research.124

Ben-Gurion University’s commercialization company, BGN Technologies, operates joint research and cooperation with Rafael, Elbit, IAI, and Lockheed-Martin.125 Bar-Ilan University’s commercialization company—BIRAD—operates a long-term partnership with Rafael and has facilitated a research collaboration with Elbit’s technological incubator.126 Meetings between the technology team at Elbit and university researchers are intended to expose weapon developers to academic research “on the verge of implementation.”127 This collaboration is critical to Israeli military industries, as Elbit’s chief scientist made clear: “These meetings are one of the tools that Elbit uses in order to maintain technological leadership, monitor emerging and breakthrough technologies, and provide feedback to academia on the needs of industry.”128 Israeli universities are critical nodes in the state’s military-industrial complex, sustaining Israel’s apartheid regime and the occupation of Palestinian Territory that serves as its laboratory.

The Technion not only facilitated the birth of the Israeli military industry but also continues to support the international sales of its weaponry, even going so far as to explicitly offer courses on arms and security marketing and export.129 Offered through 2015, the course was taught by Technion faculty and Israeli security industry experts and designed in close collaboration with the Ministry of Defense. The course covered applied topics such as security exports and its supervision, payment terms, communication marketing, and the interrelationships between security exports and the foreign relations of the Israeli state.130 Meir Shalit, the program’s academic advisor at the Technion, is also former head of the Department of Export Supervision at the Ministry of Defense. He lauded the program as an engine of Israeli growth in the security sector and as particularly useful for budding Israeli weapons corporations; Shalit stated, “The potential for growth in the field is found among small and medium-sized manufacturers, so it is desirable for them to professionalize,” and emphasized that the program “provides all the elements that are important to know.”131 The course is designed, Shalit explained, for “people who are actually engaged in security exports,” including company managers, board members, senior officers, legal advisors, accountants, and internal auditors.132 Eyal Bar Or, who served in various research and development positions in the Israeli Air Force and the Ministry of Defense before moving into private industry, is one of the course lecturers and put it bluntly: “People are not aware of how much money can be made in the field of defense exports.”133 This course, then, is also for them.

The Israeli state’s military industries and its universities have always been co-constituted. Universities have birthed, funded, and advanced their scientific research through the Israeli security state and Israeli weapons corporations. Israeli universities train soldiers and security state personnel as students, so that they can hone their capabilities to maintain the military governance of the Occupied Palestinian Territory, while producing policy recommendations to thwart Palestinian mobilization and growing international scrutiny. They offer their campuses, resources, students, and faculty to aid in the development of technology and weaponry deployed against Palestinians and then sold worldwide as “battle-proven.”134 Far from fighting to become civilian institutions, university campuses are continually expanding their operations not only as military training bases, but as weapons laboratories for the Israeli state.
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Epistemic Occupation

In February 2019, the Center for Palestine Studies at Columbia University invited Nadera Shalhoub-Kevorkian to give a talk. A Palestinian professor of law, criminology, and social work at Hebrew University, Shalhoub-Kevorkian shared insights, from her decades of research, about the daily violence that Palestinian families and children in occupied East Jerusalem endure at the hands of Israeli police and military forces. This oppression is not only lethal but also profitable, she argued, since Israel uses occupied Palestinian neighborhoods to test its policing methods, surveillance technologies, and weapons before marketing and exporting them abroad as “combat proven.”

Segments of Shalhoub-Kevorkian’s talk were edited and played on “Good Morning Israel,” a primetime program on Israel’s most popular radio station, run by the military. The coverage sparked outrage among some Israeli students and academics and raised the ire of Minister of Education Naftali Bennett. In an interview on the same radio show, Bennett called for her firing, exclaiming that “it is not possible for a university to employ a person who slanders IDF soldiers.”1

The military radio requested a response from Hebrew University, demanding to know why Shalhoub-Kevorkian presented her claims as academic research conducted under its aegis. The university immediately distanced itself from Shalhoub-Kevorkian, calling her research “personal opinions” that “do not represent or express the Hebrew University in any way.”2 Multiple mainstream media outlets picked up the story, condemning her and echoing the minister of education’s accusation of slander. An outpour of vitriol soon followed, including death threats and a barrage of racialized and sexualized verbal violence.

With her institution failing to defend her, Shalhoub-Kevorkian was left alone to face this intimidation campaign. She returned to work amid students and colleagues who treated her with open contempt, with many calling for her dismissal and some echoing threats against her. For Shalhoub-Kevorkian, this was a familiar story. As an outspoken scholar of Palestinian life and resistance under Israeli state violence, who is uncompromising in her research and analysis, she had been subjected to frequent harassment. But the attacks against her had escalated in recent years, and have continued since. Time and again, mainstream media and the Israeli right have sought to silence Shalhoub-Kevorkian, and multiple Israeli ministers of education have personally intervened to suppress her work. In each instance, Hebrew University has disavowed her research and refused to commit to her safety in the face of widespread threats within and outside the university.3

The claims that have angered much of the Jewish-Israeli public are based on Shalhoub-Kevorkian’s scholarly research, published in leading international peer-reviewed journals.4 The data underlying her analysis is based on ethnographic observations and interviews with Palestinians living under occupation. A resident of East Jerusalem, Shalhoub-Kevorkian lives and witnesses this oppression on her way to work at Hebrew University’s Mt. Scopus campus, which towers over the city’s occupied Palestinian neighborhoods.5 Israeli violence in East Jerusalem has also long been documented by leading human rights organizations, including Israeli groups.6 Israel’s use of technologies and weapons in the Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT) and their subsequent international export as “field-tested” is, likewise, public knowledge and, indeed, a key marketing strategy for Israeli military industries themselves.7

Yet Shalhoub-Kevorkian’s decolonial scholarship—on what she calls “state criminality”—challenges the hegemonic frameworks of Israeli academia. For the Israeli government and for many of her colleagues, such critique is illegitimate and grounds for her banishment from the university.

Shalhoub-Kevorkian is not alone in this experience. Palestinian citizens of Israel across Israeli universities face attacks on their critical research and writing. This is particularly the case for those who wish to explore the history and present conditions of Palestinians under Israeli rule, both within the Israeli state and in the OPT. Israeli universities have long constrained the right of Palestinian faculty and scholars to investigate the subjects and events most central to the Palestinian experience: the founding of the state of Israel in 1948 and, with it, the mass expulsion, dispossession, and fragmentation of the Palestinian people, thereafter divided into refugees living in the diaspora, those living under Israeli military rule in the OPT, and those living as citizens within Israel’s pre-1967 borders.

Israel was established through the forcible displacing of over two-thirds of the Palestinian population, in what is called the Nakba. The Palestinians remaining in the territory controlled then by Israel became a minority placed under Israeli military rule until 1966, with most later granted suffrage and then citizenship.8 Israeli citizenship, however, did not offer Palestinians full rights or equality under the Israeli state. As Nadim Rouhana, Lana Tatour, and Areej Sabbagh-Khoury show, Israeli citizenship—like Israeli military rule—served as a governing apparatus to dispossess Palestinians and as a mechanism to prevent them from returning to their lands. Instead of the right to return to their original communities and homes, the Israeli state offered citizenship to Palestinians as a contingent protection from future expulsion, thereby enshrining their domination and exclusion.9

This continues to be the main function of Israeli citizenship for Palestinians, who were and remain, as Nimer Sultany argues, “occupied citizens” in the Israeli state.10 As such, Palestinian scholars entering Israeli universities have long been treated with suspicion, their investigation of the foundational questions for Palestinian society curtailed, and their critical research and teaching routinely made untenable.

This chapter explores how Israeli universities systematically disallow critical academic research, teaching, and discussion of Israeli settler colonialism, military occupation, and apartheid. In Israel’s first decades, academic disciplines subordinated their knowledge production to the state and foreclosed Palestinian and critical scholarship. In the 1980s, new openings emerged for exploration of the Zionist movement and the 1948 war in Israeli academia, principally in history and sociology.11 As of the late 1990s, Palestinian scholars have increasingly studied the Israeli state through the analytic of settler colonialism, with a few even forging paths into Israeli universities.12 In the years since, Palestinian—and some critical Jewish-Israeli—scholars across humanities and social science departments have expanded investigation of the historical violence of the Zionist movement and the founding of the state of Israel, as well as of the ongoing dispossession and oppression of Palestinians living under Israeli rule.13

The backlash to this scholarship has been fierce. Beginning in the 1980s and intensifying since the early 2000s, critical debates concerning the most foundational questions from the Palestinian perspective have been excluded from the Israeli academy. Wherever critical research and discourse have begun to emerge—as this chapter shows—they have been continuously stifled. This is particularly the case at Israeli departments and programs of history, sociology and anthropology, politics and government, and cultural studies.14 Beginning with research into the establishment of Israel and the Nakba, Israeli academia has limited opportunities to critically explore Palestinian history and, with it, the Palestinian present. These constraints were extended—albeit in different forms—to the work of critical Mizrahi Jewish-Israeli scholars who investigated state violence directed at their communities and the identity of the “Arab-Jew” as part of a broader political and intellectual project that might have fostered Mizrahi anticolonial alliances with Palestinians within the Israeli academy.

The list of untouchable subjects in Israeli universities has only expanded with rising far-right influence and political power over the past two decades. Most recently, almost any critique of the military or of Israeli soldiers has become taboo on Israeli campuses.

Rather than make room for critical scholarship, Israeli university administrations and many of their faculty members have aligned with the Israeli state and far-right Israeli groups to move in the opposite direction: expelling scholarly debates that might challenge Zionist hegemony. The widespread—and increasingly enforced—consensus in Israel excludes foundational critiques and conversations from the university. University administrations, and the majority of Jewish-Israeli faculty, repeatedly refuse to defend the right to conduct research or express views that stray too far from this consensus.

Rising harassment has driven many Palestinian scholars, and some of the most critical Jewish-Israelis, out of the Israeli academy. Those who remain frequently face silencing campaigns or intimidation from administrators and colleagues. The result has been further erosion of fundamental academic freedoms in Israeli universities, which were always already structurally limited and contingent for Palestinian scholars.

Defining the Permissible: Israeli Academia and the Palestinian Nakba


“There are circumstances in history that justify ethnic cleansing … If [David Ben-Gurion] was already engaged in the expulsion, maybe he should have completed the job. I know that this stuns the Arabs and the liberals and the politically correct types. But my feeling is that this place would be quieter and know less suffering if the matter had been resolved once and for all. If Ben-Gurion had conducted a big expulsion and cleansed the entire country. All of the land of Israel, to the Jordan River.” —Benny Morris, professor emeritus, Ben-Gurion University15



Beginning in the 1980s, the contemporary boundaries around critical scholarship of the 1948 war were redrawn and reified in Israeli academia. In 1978, thirty years after the war, materials were declassified in Israeli, American, and British archives that shed new light on the establishment of the Israeli state. Though still largely inaccessible to Palestinian scholars, the declassified documents in Israeli archives enabled Jewish-Israeli historians to reexamine the state’s national historiography and foundational narratives.16 Pioneered by Benny Morris, Ilan Pappé, and Avi Shlaim, among others, the Israeli scholars who explored these archives came to be known as Israel’s “new historians.”17 They called into question many widely accepted facts that were the bedrock of the Israeli national ethos, reexamining Zionist ideology and practice in the late nineteenth century, the 1948 war, and Israeli state policies toward its Palestinian and Mizrahi Jewish citizens.18

Through exposing previously classified data, the new historians particularly challenged the dominant narrative about the establishment of Israel. They presented a very different account of the power asymmetry between Zionist militias and Arab forces on the eve of the 1948 war and showed that the Jewish community in Mandatory Palestine was not under existential threat of annihilation.19 Drawing on documents produced by members of Zionist militias and the Israeli military and government themselves, the new historians corroborated long-standing Palestinian accounts of the mass expulsion and systematic dispossession of Palestinians throughout the war, as well as of massacres of Palestinian civilians.20 In Israeli archives, they found evidence that the expulsions—and some of the massacres—were premeditated and well planned and revealed how the new Israeli state immediately prevented Palestinians from returning to their homes and lands by demolishing their villages and establishing a military rule over those who survived and remained.21 In so doing, Ilan Pappé argues, the new historians attempted to contextualize and integrate the historiography of Zionism and Israel into world historiography. This was a radical departure from the predominant historiography in Israel, which has long argued for the singularity and exceptionality of Zionist historiography.22

With the publication of their first books, the new historians came under fire from Israeli academics and the media, were labeled “antisemitic,” and were even likened to Holocaust deniers.23 For years afterward, a controversy over their scholarship ensued. This had serious repercussions for themselves and created a chilling effect for younger scholars considering any critical examination of Israeli national myths. Of the leading new historians, only Benny Morris ultimately remained in Israeli academia. He eventually managed to obtain an appointment as a professor at Ben-Gurion University, though David Ben-Gurion’s son personally tried to have him dismissed.24

Morris then surprised the nation by fully realigning with Israeli national ideology, announcing that his mere documentation of the violence inflicted upon Palestinians in 1948 had been mistaken for criticism. In an interview to mark the publication of updated editions of his books, Morris reported new archival findings further revealing the scale of massacres committed in 1948, as well as at least a dozen cases of Zionist forces raping and killing Palestinian women. These documented cases from his research, Morris contended, constituted “just the tip of the iceberg.”25 And yet, Morris clarified that both his original and updated research were written in an “ethically neutral” tone, which was misread as condemnation by much of his Israeli readership.26 Indeed, he went as far as to contend that “in certain conditions, expulsion is not a war crime. I don’t think that the expulsions of 1948 were war crimes. You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs.”27 Having disavowed any leftist affiliations attributed to him, Morris was rehabilitated and embraced by Israeli academia. He went on to become a full professor at Ben-Gurion University until his retirement.

Meanwhile, to prevent the kinds of research conducted by the new historians, the government reclassified hundreds of important documents.28 The reclassified documents joined millions of other papers that have never been accessible to researchers. A little under 3 percent of the files in Israeli governmental archives, and under half a percent of files in the Israeli Defense Forces and Defense Establishment Archive, are currently available to the public.29 Moreover, Israeli Ministry of Defense representatives acknowledged that, since 2002, they have methodically concealed and reclassified documents about the Nakba and 1948 war in state archives, including many of the documents used by the new historians.30 Aligning with the state and broad public opposition, university administrators and many Israeli historians signaled that anyone critically using such state documents in the future would suffer great professional cost. Nevertheless, the new historians helped to open the way for other Jewish-Israeli scholars to investigate the state’s foundational narratives and myths.31

The next test for Israeli academia’s tolerance of critical research into the 1948 war came in the form of a master’s thesis submitted in 1998. Theodore Katz, a University of Haifa student of history who had taken a course with Ilan Pappé, investigated the 1948 expulsion of Palestinians from the villages Umm Zaynat and Tantura at the southern foot of Mt. Carmel near his university. Based on archival research and oral history interviews with Palestinian village residents and survivors, as well as with former Israeli soldiers who participated in the expulsion, Katz’s work brought the story of Tantura into Israeli academia for the first time. In a thesis that corroborated previously collected testimonies from village residents and studies by Palestinian researchers, Katz showed that the Israeli military’s Alexandroni Brigade invaded the village on the night of May 22, 1948, with the objective of expelling its people.32 In the course of the invasion, Israeli soldiers massacred dozens of Palestinians, most of them unarmed and after having surrendered. Katz estimated that as many as 225 Tantura residents were killed.33 Today it is known that Israeli soldiers killed at least 200 and as many as 250 Palestinians of Tantura.34

In May 1948, Tantura was one of several Palestinian villages whose residents were expelled as part of an Israeli campaign of “coastal clearing” of Palestinian communities south of Haifa. The expulsion and massacre in Tantura took place after the establishment of Israel. Though its Palestinian residents later became citizens of the state, Israeli state policy designated Tantura and other Palestinian villages as “enemy bases,” labeled entire Palestinian communities as enemy combatants, and treated any Palestinians captured as prisoners of war. Palestinians of Tantura who survived the massacre, including over 1,000 women and children, were transferred to Israeli internment camps, under conditions that a visiting Red Cross delegation deemed “inhumane.”35 Interned men and teenaged boys from Tantura were abused by camp guards and forced into labor for the Israeli state, including picking fruit from expropriated Palestinian orchards, removing stones from demolished Palestinian villages, and digging Israeli military trenches and fortifications.36

Documented for decades and continually investigated by Palestinian researchers, the story of Tantura was obscured to most Jewish-Israelis until Katz’s work appeared.37 Katz’s thesis drew on 135 interviews with both former residents of Tantura and Israeli soldiers of the Alexandroni Brigade who invaded the village.38 It was the first graduate thesis submitted to an Israeli university that called into question Israel’s narrative about the 1948 war. The thesis was read by two of Katz’s supervising faculty and received high marks. It was then accepted by the university and filed away, until it was read by Amir Gilat, an Israeli investigative journalist.39 Gilat independently corroborated many of the thesis’s findings and published a story about the massacre in Tantura in the mainstream Israeli paper Ma’ariv in January of 2000.40 Just three months after the article’s publication, the organization of Alexandroni Brigade veterans filed a lawsuit against Katz for NIS 1 million in libel charges, accusing him of misinterpreting interview data and erroneously presenting the brigade soldiers as war criminals. It was only then that the massacre began to create waves in Israeli higher education and among the Israeli public. The massacre in Tantura, historian Rana Barakat illuminates, “broke into Israeli public and academic discourse, not as its own story but rather as a libel case within Israeli courts.”41

The University of Haifa quickly withdrew legal support and responsibility for Katz’s research, leaving Katz to assemble his own legal counsel, including family members and Adalah, the leading Palestinian human rights organization in Israel. Two days into the trial, Katz was pressured by the university’s legal team and his family to settle the lawsuit, and—without his own legal counsel present—signed a statement withdrawing allegations of a massacre in Tantura. Just hours later, Katz tried to withdraw from the settlement, but the court would not allow it. The prosecutor then demanded that Katz’s master’s thesis be rescinded.42

Though Ilan Pappé was Katz’s former professor, he had not overseen his thesis. But as a historian at the university and expert on the subject, Pappé opted to conduct his own reexamination of Katz’s interviews as well as other archival data and testimonies collected by Palestinian researchers. Pappé then published the most revealing accounts on the university website and urged a debate about the facts themselves. Yossi Ben Artzi, dean of the Faculty of Humanities, and Yoav Gelber, chair of the history department, led a counter-campaign and called on the university to take disciplinary action against both Katz and Pappé. A University of Haifa–appointed committee then inspected the interview transcripts and claimed to find serious errors in some of the interview translations that called Katz’s analysis into question.

Pappé’s investigation showed otherwise. Pappé found that the university’s accusations of systemic or egregious errors in translation were grossly exaggerated, selectively highlighting four misquotations out of hundreds of accurate ones, two of which were acceptable procedure for oral history compilation. Pappé concluded that a massacre had in fact occurred, and that the available data could substantiate even further-reaching conclusions than those advanced in Katz’s thesis. Pappé contends that senior faculty and administrators led the charges for rescinding the thesis on grounds that were neither scientific nor academic. Nevertheless, without addressing the question of the massacre, the university committee rescinded Katz’s degree and purged the thesis from the university library.43 Throughout the trial and for years after, Katz was subject to a public smear campaign that framed him as a liar and a traitor. He was the target of recurring intimidating phone calls and death threats, including against his family.44

In what became known as the “Tantura affair,” Pappé expressed serious criticism of the University of Haifa and its adjudication of the case. He decried the insularity of Israeli academic publications on the state’s history, edited by a small group of gatekeeping scholars who refused to publish any critical pieces. Pappé’s criticisms triggered his isolation at the university, as he was informally punished by administrators and shunned by most of his colleagues. He was later summoned to a disciplinary proceeding in which the prosecution demanded his dismissal from the university on the grounds of “violation of duties” and “slander,” a case which the university ultimately closed only amid international academic outcry and campaigns.45 But in the wake of the disciplinary proceedings, threats, and attacks by the media and academic colleagues that ensued, Pappé left the university in 2006 and moved to the UK to teach at the University of Exeter.46

The Israeli debate concerning the massacre in Tantura resurfaced in 2021, when a documentary by Israeli filmmaker Alon Schwarz presented evidence in a new accessible format. For his film Tantura, Schwarz interviewed Katz and Pappé about the research and integrated audio recordings from Katz’s oral history interviews. Crucially, Schwarz also conducted his own original interviews with Palestinian survivors, as well as members of the Alexandroni Brigade, some of whom openly admitted to participating in the killing of Palestinian residents after Tantura was conquered.47 The documentary forced open yet another public discussion about Tantura in Israel and offered an opportunity for the University of Haifa to affirm its commitments to academic freedom and to scholarly investigation of atrocities committed in the vicinity of its campus.

The university did the opposite. A 2022 statement circulated to university faculty from the rector dismissively described the “Tantura affair” as resurfacing once every few years “like a phoenix,” which has come to serve as a symbol “for those who wished to point to the ethnic cleansing that took place in 1948 and the Israeli public’s denial of the Nakba.”48 The rector’s statement not only stood by the university’s decision to rescind Katz’s thesis but continued to deny the expulsion and massacre that took place near its campus, insisting on terming the events “alleged.”

In its most recent response, the University of Haifa has continued two long-standing traditions in Israeli academia: erasing Palestinian academic knowledge production and undermining verifiable, evidence-based research that exposes the crimes of the Israeli state. As Rana Barakat argues, to insist that Palestinian testimonies be corroborated with those of Israeli soldiers constitutes another form of settler-colonial elimination of Indigenous people.49 In fact, Palestinian scholarship on the Nakba offers a wealth of research through the deconstruction of massacres, including in Tantura, far beyond what was produced by Katz and other Israeli scholars.50 Yet the University of Haifa persists in holding an insular internal Israeli discussion about Israeli state violence, overlooking the vast research on the topic by Palestinian, Arab, and international scholars.

In so doing, the university administration continues to corroborate the state narrative and shield Israel from accountability for its violations of international law. It does so instead of upholding free academic research and debate, which seeks to expose and to reckon with historical events.

Expanding the Illegitimate: Israeli Military Occupation and the New McCarthyism

Since the Tantura debate surfaced some two decades ago, censorship in Israeli universities has only intensified. In the wake of the Second Palestinian Intifada that broke out in 2000, and the growing international criticism of Israel’s military occupation that followed, increasing political mobilization of Palestinian citizens of Israel has been met with forceful state repression. The Israeli government worked in tandem with right-wing organizations and student groups to prevent Palestinian organizing and critical discussions from spreading on university campuses. To this infringement on campus affairs, university administrations have overwhelmingly responded by aligning with the Israeli state. They allied with forces outside the university to ensure that certain discussions—critiques of Israel’s military occupation and violations of Palestinian human rights, to say nothing of analyses of Israeli apartheid and settler colonialism—are formally out of bounds.

The boundaries of what is acceptable to research, teach, and discuss became even more pronounced as the right-wing organization Im Tirtzu teamed up with government bodies to further encroach on and regulate institutions of higher education and escalate silencing campaigns.51 Founded in 2006 by Likud party activists and students, Im Tirtzu (“If you will it,” in Hebrew),52 is an organization whose declared mission is to “reinvigorate” the Zionist ideology in Israel.53 It currently runs branches at all Israeli universities, where representatives monitor “leftist” Jewish faculty and intimidate Palestinian student groups.54 As Im Tirtzu campaigns gained traction and official state backing, university administrators have repeatedly capitulated to their demands and prioritized their lobbying, at the expense of protecting the academic freedom of Palestinians and dissenting Jewish-Israelis.

In 2010, Im Tirtzu was commissioned by the Knesset Education Committee to prepare a report on “anti-Zionist bias” in Israeli academia, to be submitted to the Israeli Council for Higher Education (CHE).55 The report argued that leftist and anti-Zionist faculty were imposing their political views upon their students, jeopardizing Israeli academia and Israel’s international standing. In particular, the report accused the Department of Politics and Government at Ben-Gurion University of “leftist bias” among faculty, with syllabi assigning too many scholars representing “one-dimensional liberalism” and theories of nationalism as a modern construct.56 Gideon Sa’ar, minister of education and chair of the CHE at that time, praised the report and committed to examining its findings.57 Emboldened, Im Tirtzu followed the report with a letter to the president of Ben-Gurion University, Rivka Carmi, demanding that she put an end to “anti-Zionist bias” on campus and threatening to complain to university donors in Israel and abroad if she failed to take action.58 Im Tirtzu later published another report in which it explicitly named faculty with “leftist” affiliations and called for their termination. Much of the criticism was focused on Neve Gordon, a scholar and outspoken critic of Israel’s military rule in the OPT, with the minister of education joining Im Tirtzu in calling for his firing.59

The response from Ben-Gurion University in defense of academic freedom was politically selective. A senior university administrator assured the press that the university was “Zionist,” reminding the public that the Department of Politics and Government trains active-duty Israeli Air Force personnel.60 Meanwhile, the university senate passed a directive that faculty must refrain from mentioning their university by name if expressing their own “political opinions.”61 The institutional message was clear: critical analyses of the Israeli occupation could in no way be associated with the university. Faculty at Ben-Gurion University and at other institutions took notice and began taking new precautions. They reported excluding critical scholarship on their syllabi, making explicit requests not to record their classes, and censoring their own commentary in the classroom.62 The Israeli consensus on the boundaries of acceptable critique was becoming more strictly enforced.

Meanwhile, the campaign targeting the Department of Politics and Government at Ben-Gurion University escalated when an evaluation committee was commissioned by the CHE to assess Israeli political science departments. The committee’s 2011 report determined that the department’s scientific rigor was “impeded” by its stated commitment “to combine academic excellence with social activism.”63 The report advocated that the department expose students to more “balanced views,” defined as an increase in Zionist material. The report further recommended that the university close the department if its alleged “academic weaknesses” were not addressed.64 Shortly thereafter in 2012, the CHE determined that the department had insufficiently implemented the required changes and was therefore prohibited from enrolling new students, in effect instigating its closure.65 The university administration appealed the CHE decision but also affirmed that it would work with the council to “ensure the high academic level” of the department.66

Ultimately, in the face of international outcry from multiple academic associations, including the American Political Science Association, the department was left open.67 But its faculty faced extended public and media campaigns that framed them as traitors, as well as consistent harassment, including death threats. Of the nine department faculty, two of those most targeted for their critical scholarship on the Israeli occupation and advocacy for Palestinian rights—Neve Gordon and Haim Yacobi—have since left the university to teach in the UK.

The campaign to curb discussion of Palestinian rights in the Israeli academy continues unabated. What began as repression of academic research on the Nakba and Israel’s founding has since expanded into public scrutiny of syllabi addressing Israel’s military occupation and apartheid and, most recently, into a broader purge of any critical discourse on the military and the racial violence of the Israeli state.

Acceptable academic debate further narrowed with an Im Tirtzu campaign targeting Hebrew University cultural studies professor Carola Hilfrich in 2018. Like many classes at Hebrew University and across institutions, Hilfrich’s courses included both Palestinians and active-duty Israeli soldiers as students. During one class discussion, a Palestinian student drew on an assigned text to comment on Israel’s occupation. After class, when the Palestinian student was approached by an active-duty military officer taking the class, she replied that she did not wish to engage with a soldier in uniform.68 Outraged, the officer—an active member of Im Tirtzu—turned to Hilfrich, who responded by stating that the classroom should facilitate tolerance of the diverse reactions which a military uniform may elicit among students.69 As it turned out, the event was a setup by Im Tirtzu. The exchange was caught on film and immediately made national headlines.70 The very next day Im Tirtzu staged a protest on campus calling for Hilfrich to be fired, and the media and right-wing parties framed the event as an attack on the Israeli military.71

The Hebrew University response was swift and decisive. The administration immediately issued an apology and published a statement welcoming all soldiers who are students to its campus, reiterating its institutional commitment to supporting the military.72 With Hebrew University refusing to publicly back her, Hilfrich became the target of an intensified popular media campaign and received a barrage of vitriol and threats, leading her to leave midsemester for a hiatus.73

In its response, the Hebrew University administration signaled that it valued loyalty to the military above the right of faculty to facilitate critical discussion about it in their classrooms.74 In the wake of the affair, Hebrew University added Im Tirtzu in 2019 to the list of recognized entities whose volunteer work can earn university credit.75

Following years of sustained campaigning against critical expression on campuses—including protests, reports, and secret recordings—Im Tirtzu formalized its tracking apparatuses in 2019: it published a list of faculty members who expressed support for Palestinian equality and human rights and established an online platform for students to report critical Palestinian and Jewish “leftist” faculty.76 The list was initially condemned by the committee of university presidents as an act of intimidation. Even so, university administrations have refused to take any sustained action to safeguard the free expression of those targeted by this silencing campaign.77 The Israeli government has, in turn, codified such increasingly repressive norms in academia into formal regulations.

These efforts bore new fruit when head of the far-right party HaBayit HaYehudi (The Jewish Home) Naftali Bennett became minister of education. In 2017, Bennett asked Asa Kasher, a professor of philosophy at Tel Aviv University who wrote the military “ethical code” for Israeli soldiers, to articulate such a code for faculty conduct.78 Kasher’s proposed guidelines for the “depoliticization” of universities contained instructions for campus activities, classroom lectures, publications, and faculty promotion.79 The code included guidelines prohibiting faculty from “deviating from their syllabi and disciplines” in ways that might be interpreted by students as political speech. It proposed offering students the opportunity to demand clarification from faculty they deemed to be engaging in “political activity” in the classroom, followed by institutional disciplinary action when needed.80 Im Tirtzu praised the code as a necessary first step and urged that it include sanctions for noncompliant universities.81

The proposed “academic ethical code” posed a conundrum for Israeli university administrators and some of the faculty. The state’s long-standing power over universities threatened to directly affect many of them for the first time and was, suddenly, construed as an overreach. A petition by faculty members across universities called on the CHE to reject the code as an infringement on freedom of research, pedagogy, and expression, which would curb what they construed as “the independence” of Israel’s academic institutions.82 The committee of university presidents likewise declared that the code’s political censorship undermined the most basic principles of academic freedom and research, calling it a “‘big brother’ of government who aims to transform higher education into a tool of politicians.”83

And yet even in their opposition to the code, university administrators and the majority of faculty fundamentally accepted the code’s definition of the “political.” In so doing, they reinforced the notion that their own universities’ decades-long imbrication with the Israeli state was apolitical and naturalized the repression of Palestinian and critical scholars as legitimate.

But even this limited opposition was short-lived. Soon thereafter, the CHE subcommittee adopted an abbreviated version of the ethical code in 2018. This time, university administrations did not dispute the decision.84

The CHE termed the abbreviated code as “ethical principles” and called on the universities to integrate them into their disciplinary bylaws. The principles outline five prohibitions, including calling for a boycott of Israel or of Israeli institutions (including those that illegally operate in the OPT), promoting “partisan propaganda” during class time, and discriminating against students based on their political views.85 No university administration publicly pledged to disobey the decision. Left unopposed by university administrations, the “ethical principles” currently serve as the official state-mandated regulations governing faculty expression. Further left uncontested by faculty and administrators alike are their universities’ institutional ties to the state and to its military-security establishment. Once the dust from the public controversy had settled, universities returned—emboldened—to their routine policing of the minority of faculty who work to keep academic debates about Israeli settler colonialism and military occupation alive: namely, Palestinians and a handful of Jewish-Israelis construed as “far-left.”

In the face of the academic ethical code and escalated right-wing campaigns on their campuses, faculty across disciplines and institutions now report practicing increased cautionary measures. In interviews, faculty describe a fear of uttering opinions critical of the occupation or of including critical texts on the subject in their syllabi that could come under scrutiny. Some admit that they go out of their way to avoid any topics that could be deemed “political” under the CHE code in classroom discussions, and dozens detail altering their research and publication agendas and pedagogical practices. Yoram, a Jewish-Israeli professor in the social sciences, described in an interview one of the new protocols he has instituted in his classes: “I used to integrate a variety of texts and mediums into my syllabi. I don’t do that anymore. I am very careful to only assign academic texts, because anything else might get me accused of being ‘political’ and have students complain about me to the department.” Those few Jewish-Israeli faculty whose scholarship critically explores Israeli occupation and apartheid describe inhabiting the university like a besieged and marginal minority, among colleagues who overwhelmingly identify with the state. They practice self-censorship in their writing and in the classroom, unsure of who they can trust in their departments, or if they might be “turned in” to administrations that are increasingly unlikely to defend their rights.

Research Under Siege: Settler Colonialism and the Policing of Palestinian Scholarship

The limits placed on the study of the Israeli occupation and apartheid, as well as the 1948 war, have different consequences for Palestinian scholars at Israeli universities. The Nakba is the foundational event that led to the very creation of Israeli citizenship for some Palestinians. Most Palestinians who survived the expulsion and massacres and remained in the territory that became the Israeli state were later granted Israeli citizenship. But most of those forcibly displaced were forbidden from returning after the 1948 war to their original homes and lands and were severed by Israeli borders from the rest of the Palestinian nation and often members of their own families.86 To study the Nakba is, therefore, essential to the study of Palestinian citizens of Israel.

The rising interest of Palestinian citizens in their history has been met with growing limits imposed on its study, as well as on events commemorating it. These restrictions intensified as Palestinian citizens began mobilizing around May 15, coinciding with Israeli celebrations of its independence day. On May 15, 1998, Palestinian civil society organizations in Israel organized a march alongside Palestinians in the OPT to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the Nakba.87 Thereafter, the annual marches organized by Palestinian citizens of Israel have sought to highlight that they, too, were displaced and likewise denied the right of return. This mobilization, argue Nadim Rouhana and Areej Sabbagh–Khoury, gained momentum in the wake of the Second Palestinian Intifada. Then, Palestinian citizens of Israel began to move away from the paradigm of nominal equality under the Zionist Jewish state and toward a politics that understands their citizenship to be “rooted in the historic events of the Nakba,” what Rouhana and Sabbagh-Khoury call the “return of history.”88

As the commemoration of the Nakba became a fulcrum of Palestinian citizen discourse, the Israeli state has moved to criminalize it. In 2011, Israel passed the “Nakba Law,” limiting state funding for organizations that commemorate the Nakba.89 That same year, Im Tirtzu published Nakba-Nonsense, a booklet that denies the Nakba and seeks to provide Israeli students with “ammunition” to eradicate its discussion and study on Israeli campuses.90 No Israeli university administration publicly came out against the Nakba Law, and Nakba commemoration events across Israeli campuses have since been routinely met with permit denials and sometimes violent arrests.91

In spite of this growing repression, Palestinian scholars and students are bringing the study of the Nakba into Israeli universities, as well as exploring its contemporary effects for Palestinian citizens of Israel and for the Palestinian people at large. Several Palestinian scholars have been investigating the Nakba and the establishment of the Israeli state through the analytic of settler colonialism as early as the 1960s.92 But, for decades, this research was not cited by Israeli academics, nor were its Palestinian theorists permitted to enter the Israeli academy.93 This has begun to change with the rise of the contemporary generation of Palestinian scholars, Areej Sabbagh-Khoury argues, who study settler colonialism as an enduring structure of Israeli governance and who study Palestinians “not only as victims but also as agents of history.”94 Rejecting the confines of the Israeli state, Palestinians are asserting their national identity and mobilizing their citizenship as a mechanism for development of an anti-colonial politics.95

Yet on their arrival at Israeli universities, Palestinian scholars encounter structural barriers to their exploration of Palestinian history and identity. Palestinian students come to Israeli universities from the Israeli educational system, which, as Khaled Furani argues, “seeks to create ‘Israeli Arabs’ closed in a box and reconciled with Zionism and with its state,” and through the denial of Palestine.96 Palestinian students hope to find that universities are different from their state education. But they, too, are embedded in Israeli society, “whose existence is based on the negation of the Palestinian existence.”97

Palestinian junior researchers find that their place at an Israeli university is contingent on their staying within confines of acceptable critique that these institutions are willing to tolerate.98 Many graduate students, therefore, discover that their scholarly exploration, their thinking, and their writing are strictly restrained and disciplined from the outset. When engaging in research on Palestinian citizens of Israel, Palestinian scholars must constantly field accusations of exaggeration or bias, particularly as they pertain to the effects of Israeli policy.99 As scholar of education Ayman Agbaria argues, the very identity of Palestinian students is broadly considered a hindrance to their “neutrality” and “objectivity” as researchers by their Israeli supervisors and institutions. He contends that Palestinian scholars face a tension between “the writing of representation, acceptance and assimilation,” and “the writing of rejection, liberation and renewal,” in which they can go beyond established knowledge and truly innovate.100

This policing of Palestinian knowledge production is central to the experience of Palestinian researchers at Israeli universities. One of the mechanisms by which this disciplining occurs is through the consistent accusation that Palestinian epistemology and critique are “political,” therefore undermining their scholarly validity. Based on research with Palestinian faculty across Israeli universities, Sarab Abu-Rabia-Queder shows that knowledge production is considered “political” when it deploys terms that challenge Israeli colonial power relations. “Apolitical”—and therefore acceptable—knowledge in Israeli academia is devoid of critical decolonial language and any trace of the colonized. This binary fundamentally undermines Palestinian scholarship, delegitimizing it as nonacademic.101 This routinely forces Palestinian academics, as Agbaria shows, to study their own reality “with artificial abstraction and with false objectivity.”102

Such Israeli gatekeeping, according to Abu-Rabia-Queder, not only maintains the racial hierarchy between Israeli and Palestinian researchers but also seeks to “eliminate” an Indigenous epistemology.103 Some of this gatekeeping is overt and punitive, as in the case of one junior Palestinian faculty member who was told by her dean that she “will pay dearly” if she writes on her proposed research topics.104 Other forms of gatekeeping are framed as benevolent mentoring by senior scholars, who pepper junior Palestinian faculty with ostensibly generous advice. Palestinian junior scholars are routinely told not to publish in Arabic—which is, by definition, suspect—but also not to publish critical work in Hebrew. They are advised to refrain from publishing any pieces that might be read as “political” and to avoid writing for public-facing publications that might invite scrutiny of their work.105 Striving to produce knowledge and write under these restrictions, one scholar told Abu-Rabia-Queder, is to operate in “a mentality of checkpoints.”106 Palestinian researchers described struggling not to internalize this policing and impose self-discipline on their own scholarship, or to erase their own identities in the face of the permanent demand to prove to their Israeli colleagues and institutions that their knowledge production is not undermining the Israeli state. Abu-Rabia-Queder calls these mechanisms “unmarked forms of discipline and punishment.”107

These demands, as Shalhoub-Kevorkian and Abu-Rabia-Queder show, are not only racialized but also gendered. Critical knowledge production about Palestinian women is particularly scrutinized in Israeli academia. A Palestinian Bedouin feminist scholar, Abu-Rabia-Queder describes entering Israeli academia in the 1990s, when research on Palestinian Bedouin women was entirely subject to an Israeli theoretical framework that was dominated by Orientalist tropes about Israeli “modernization” of Bedouin communities.108 Despite a gradual increase in Palestinian feminist scholars at Israeli universities since that time, research on gender under these institutional auspices cannot overcome this Israeli epistemological barrier. Palestinian feminists continue to face an overwhelming campaign by colleagues and administrators that redirects and reincorporates them into the Israeli framework and stifles their critique.109

Palestinian feminist scholars have been discouraged by their departments from writing about gendered oppression of Palestinian women, that is, unless such women were identified as “Arab-Israelis” and not as Palestinian, and so long as they did not analyze the colonial structures of violence imposed by Israel on Palestinian women.110 This erasure produces what Abu-Rabia-Queder calls “research injustice” toward Palestinian women and constitutes a colonial epistemology that deindigenizes Palestinians.111 It poses significant challenges for Palestinian feminist scholars, who seek to attend to the “invisible and invisibilized.”112 To indigenize critical knowledge and create “resistance-based knowledge,” Shalhoub-Kevorkian argues, Palestinian feminist scholars must insist on contending with the ongoing effects of the Nakba on the lives of Palestinian women, precisely in the face of their continued erasure by Israeli institutions.113

These limits on knowledge production follow Palestinian faculty into their classrooms. Regardless of their expertise or course topics, Palestinian professors report being treated as suspect by both their colleagues and students and routinely accused of “bias” against Israel and Israelis in their scholarship, lectures, and syllabi. In the face of this relentless hostility, many describe navigating their campuses with daily trepidation. They report receiving vitriolic or explicitly racist comments in their classrooms and at faculty meetings, or having to take on their own administrative labor at the department because staff overtly refuse to assist them. Palestinian women faculty are particularly harassed and sidelined by their Jewish-Israeli students and colleagues, their scholarship and pedagogy subject to heightened—gendered and racialized—scrutiny.114 Ibtisam, a tenured faculty member, described in an interview being routinely undermined by her Jewish students with frivolous claims that she was unqualified to teach her courses’ subject matter: “Year after year I am accused of bias, the students complain to the department that I can’t teach the topics of my courses. I always have to reestablish my legitimacy as the professor in front of the students.”

The language that Palestinian faculty use in their teaching is itself policed by Jewish-Israeli students. “Every time I use ‘Palestinian’ to refer to Palestinian citizens of Israel it is itself a whole conversation,” Nisreen, an assistant professor, explained in an interview. “Students always demand and ask why I define myself this way and why I use this term in my courses. Even using the word ‘occupation’ is light-years away in the discourse.” Calling Palestinians “Indigenous,” as well as including texts that apply the analytic of settler colonialism to the state of Israel, are entirely beyond the pale. To do so requires paying a high price, according to Palestinian faculty members, in the form of protracted battles with their colleagues and university administrations and refuting student complaints. Mona, a faculty member in the social sciences, summarized in an interview her daily experience of over a decade in Israeli academia: “It is a constant war. It is exhausting.” Having long faced a work environment hostile to their teaching, scholarship, and very identities, many Palestinian faculty have responded to the escalation in repression of critical expression by intentionally laboring to fortify Palestinian voices of opposition. “We have to be strong for our students,” Rim, a professor in the sciences, insisted at an off-campus organizing event. “Our Palestinian students are coming to us now and tell us they feel afraid. They are afraid to speak, to do anything, because of the violence they see on campus.”

The experience of Palestinian scholars at Israeli universities is marked by isolation. Though constituting over 20 percent of the Israeli citizen population, only 3.5 percent of faculty at Israeli universities are Palestinian.115 They therefore often find themselves in the position of being the sole Palestinian scholar in a department, faculty, or even a research domain.116 This isolation is also political. Every day Palestinian faculty must take on the struggle—for themselves and for their Palestinian students—to make space for Palestinian identity, scholarship, and politics in Israeli higher education. Yet this struggle has yielded limited results. For years Palestinian academics and students have lobbied the Council for Higher Education to establish a Palestinian university in the Galilee, only to be persistently ignored.117 Meanwhile, not a single Israeli university has offered itself as a space for unencumbered critical Palestinian knowledge production and debate.

Palestinian scholars have therefore been compelled to carve out their own academic spaces outside the Israeli system of higher education, forming Mada al-Carmel, the Arab Center for Applied Social Research in Haifa. Funded by international foundations, Mada al-Carmel was founded by Palestinian scholars and civil society leaders to “further the human, civil and political rights of Palestinian citizens of Israel through applied social research,” and to “offer a much-needed home for Palestinian academics in the social sciences and humanities, both locally and in exile, where they can discuss ideas, receive support, mentor junior scholars, and advance their scholarship.”118

Mada al-Carmel also seeks to guide the next generation of Palestinian scholars, and is the central institution to offer support for Palestinian graduate students.119 Other major initiatives for Palestinian junior scholars also take place outside Israeli universities. In these groups, Khaled Furani explains, Palestinian scholars create space to critically examine the conditions that both shape and impede their research and knowledge production.120 They consider ways to advance Palestinian knowledge, as well as how to safeguard and strengthen critical Palestinian work in the face of the Israeli state project “to erase all that is Palestinian.”121 In so doing, Palestinian scholars seek to liberate themselves from the intellectual control of the Israeli university and the censorial “regimes of ignorance” and mechanisms of self-denial that they impose.122 Mada al-Carmel and other Palestinian scholarly initiatives outside of Israeli universities, as Furani and Agbaria argue, create essential spaces of refusal and resistance.123 These are spaces to study “what is lived, what is neglected and marginalized, and what is not thought about and unspoken at the Israeli university.”124

Against these erasures of their history and identity, Palestinian scholars, political representatives, and civil society leaders came together at Mada al-Carmel to write the “Haifa Declaration” in 2007. This foundational document articulates scholarly and political commitments of Palestinian citizens of Israel and puts forth a vision of the Palestinian “collective future.”125 As the document insists, such a future for Palestinian citizens not only relies on achieving “a dignified life in our homeland and building a democratic society founded upon justice, freedom, equality,”126 but also requires reclaiming the Palestinian national narrative and identity. As the writers of the declaration affirm: “Our close affinities with the rest of the Palestinian people and with the Arab nation are in fact a form of connection to ourselves. They are our natural space, of which we were deprived following the Nakba, and this connection is the embodiment of the complete Self.”127

Academia’s Other Exclusions: On Anticolonial Critique and the Question of the “Arab Jew”

An extension of limits imposed on research on the Nakba and the events most foundational to the Palestinian identity and experience, Israeli academia has also limited other lines of inquiry into race and racialization under Zionism. Israeli universities continue to serve as gatekeepers of critical conversations about the violence endured by Middle Eastern and Arab Jews at the hands of the Zionist movement and the Israeli state, as well as their continued discrimination within and outside Israeli academia. In this way, scholarly exploration that might have opened up space for a broader anticolonial critique has been overwhelmingly ejected from Israeli universities and, with it, potential avenues for building alliances with Palestinian scholars to expand scientific research and promote academic freedom.

Palestinian scholars, for their part, have consistently challenged the foundational myths of the state of Israel, despite long-standing—and increasingly escalating—restrictions. They have forced open the conversation about Zionism as a settler-colonial project and demanded that Israel contend with—in the words of Edward Said—“the standpoint of its victims.”128 In a response to Said’s seminal essay, cultural studies scholar Ella Shohat wrote a piece subtitled “Zionism from the Standpoint of Its Jewish Victims,” which illuminated the erasure of a topic no less controversial for the Israeli state: Zionism’s complex and contested relationship with Jews from the Middle East and North Africa.129 Because the idea of the “ingathering of Jews” constitutes Zionism’s raison d’être, critical scholarship about the Zionist construction of the Mizrahim—“the Eastern ones”—as an identity category was overwhelmingly excluded from Israeli academic space in the state’s first four decades. So, too, was Zionism’s violent erasure of Arab-Jewish identities, cultures, and histories.130

Led by Shohat and other critical scholars, the 1980s and 1990s saw the emergence of a new intellectual and political project concerned with the term and identity of “Arab-Jews” in the context of the Israeli state. But this project was never permitted to flourish within the Israeli academy. Mizrahi intellectuals who wished to identify as Arab-Jews were not permitted to do so as Israeli academics. Other phrases, such as “Moroccan-Jew” or “Iraqi-Jew,” were deemed neutral, merely indicating Mizrahi Israelis’ countries of origin. But the term “Arab-Jew” was understood as harboring the “explosive material of identification with what most Israelis consider the enemy.”131 And, indeed, the research and discourse that some of the critical Mizrahi scholars began to develop harbored the potential for political and intellectual anticolonial alliances with Palestinians. It was, therefore, stymied in Israeli academia.

Israeli universities foreclosed epistemologies, research questions, and critiques that foundationally called into question the Israeli state narrative of “inevitable” or “perpetual” conflict between Arabs and Jews. In so doing, universities relegated the Arab-Jewish or Jewish-Arab identity as out of bounds and, with it, the budding decolonial scholarship of Mizrahi academics.132 Mizrahi scholars who defied the scholarly severing of Middle Eastern Jewry’s history and culture with their arrival to Israel and who critically investigated identity formation under Zionism and the Israeli state, Ella Shohat shows, could not integrate this work into their academic settings. Critical Mizrahi scholarship on these subjects was met with verbal attacks and delegitimization by the Israeli state and Israeli universities, and a number of leading Mizrahi scholars were forced to find academic homes abroad.133 It took years of sustained organizing and perseverance, on the part of those Mizrahi researchers who did manage to make their way into the Israeli academy, to carve out some space for exploration of the “Arab-Jew.”

Having lived only under Israeli governance and Zionist hegemony, younger generations of Mizrahim have overwhelmingly been “de-Arabized”: severed from their Arab cultural ties and from the Arabic language.134 Currently, leading critical sociologist at Tel Aviv University Yehouda Shenhav argues, the concept of the “Arab-Jew” mostly functions as a “counterfactual category” that seeks to challenge what he calls “methodological Zionism,” an epistemology “where all social processes are reduced to national Zionist categories.”135 Lital Levy similarly contends that the “Jewish-Arab” identity today is a declaration of its impossibility.136

The critical Mizrahi scholars who wished to explore concepts and ideas that challenged Zionist hegemony and who did find paths into Israeli universities mostly did so by setting aside these questions until they were tenured. Reflecting on his own journey into Israeli academia, Yehouda Shenhav explained:


If I came to the university with what I work on today, I would have never been accepted. With good Mizrahim, in the sense of being obedient and not making waves, there is no problem. There are very few of them anyway, but the “good” Mizrahim are not a problem. There are excellent researchers who come into the system and progress very well on the condition that they ignore these issues. But anyone who comes with a Mizrahi dowry has no chance.137



The hindered entry of Mizrahim into academia is itself a subject relegated to the margins of Israeli universities. Throughout the 1950s, Mizrahi immigrants were forcibly settled in transient camps and peripheral development towns, and universities almost exclusively served Ashkenazi Jews. Israeli schools were largely segregated, with Mizrahi children offered subpar education and continually steered toward vocational training.138 Institutionalized marginalization, discrimination, and disinvestment in schools in Mizrahi communities formed significant barriers to higher education.139 Tuition subsidies, scholarships, adjustments in admissions, and government assistance in student employment were disproportionately directed to Ashkenazi students, while university administrations repeatedly blocked initiatives to increase Mizrahi enrollment.140

The 1959 police shooting of a Mizrahi resident of Haifa ignited the Wadi Salib riots and instigated nationwide Mizrahi demonstrations against state racial discrimination and violence. This watershed event in the Mizrahi movement for Jewish civil rights was met with campaigns of police violence, as well as other pacification measures to quiet the “civil unrest.”141 Chief among them was a Ministry of Education proposal to help “dull the discrimination” by establishing preparatory academies to increase Mizrahi university enrollment, which in 1959 was under 5 percent, though Mizrahim constituted the majority of the Jewish-Israeli population at the time.142

Research on the academic exclusion of Mizrahim remains institutionally unacknowledged if not outright denied by Israeli universities and the CHE.143 While the Israeli government openly and methodically tracks demographic trends among Jewish and Palestinian citizens of Israel, the state census through 2022 refrained from recording the ethnicity of Jews whose parents were born in Israel.144 A lack of systemic data obscures the persistent racial disparities in universities and stymies critical research.145 Piecing together existing government data and generating their own, researchers nonetheless consistently reveal wide gaps in access to higher education between Ashkenazim and Mizrahim—gaps that are not shrinking between generations.146 Though currently constituting roughly half of Israel’s Jewish population, Mizrahim are still underrepresented among students, faculty, and senior administrators in higher education.147 The delegitimization of research on the racialization of Mizrahim in academia, Mizrahi scholars argue, serves as a form of Ashkenazi gatekeeping of acceptable research topics and as a mechanism to eject critical Mizrahim from the university.148

Mizrahi feminist scholars in particular argue that Israeli academia has persistently delegitimized Mizrahi feminist theory and has denied Mizrahi racialized and gendered exclusions in Israeli universities.149 As Yali Hashash shows, numerous Mizrahi feminist graduate students and junior scholars have been denied opportunities to advance in Israeli academia despite their awards or publications, their scholarship devalued and undermined. These exclusions persist even in departments and programs where such critical work is expected to flourish, including gender studies, cultural studies, sociology, and anthropology.150 From its research topics to its terminology, critical feminist Mizrahi scholarship remains overwhelmingly illegible and sidelined across universities.151

Mizrahi scholars show that Israeli university curricula and research agendas continue to sideline the study of Middle Eastern and Arab Jewry.152 Across universities, there are still no designated departments or academic programs dedicated to the study of Mizrahim or the Jewry of the Middle East and North Africa. Only in 2022, after years of advocacy and a comprehensive research report, did the CHE finally approve a proposal to recognize the field of Sephardi and Middle Eastern Jewish studies as its own discipline in Israeli academia.153

But the commissioned CHE report itself indicates just how removed this soon-to-be official field is from the intellectual and political project advanced by critical Mizrahi scholars in the 1980s and 1990s. Though the report recommendations include expanding historical education on complex and controversial issues for the Israeli state—such as the relationship of Middle Eastern Jewish communities to European colonial rule and the diversity of Middle Eastern Jewish thought, including anti-Zionism—nowhere does it mention the role of Mizrahi communities in Israeli settler colonialism.154

This exemplifies a larger trend in current critical Mizrahi scholarship in Israeli universities. With notable exceptions, this scholarship overwhelmingly excludes investigation of the role of Mizrahim as perpetrators and colonizers vis-à-vis the indigenous Palestinians.155 In this way, as Lana Tatour argues, even critical Mizrahi thought ultimately reproduces Zionist hegemony and its racialized, Orientalist epistemologies upholding Jewish superiority.156 Rather than advancing anticolonial theorization, contemporary Mizrahi scholarship in Israeli academia has largely been contained within the confines of Zionism.157

Most critical Mizrahi scholars have failed to join their Palestinian colleagues in calling for expanding academic investigation of the Nakba and foundational Israeli state violence. This despite the fact that the data needed for much of their own research remains classified in the same state archives. An extension of their enforcing silence on the Nakba, Israeli universities institutionally fail to challenge the state in its limiting access to data it has classified.

Such is the case with the disappearance of babies and toddlers from Yemeni and other Mizrahi families, known as the “Yemenite, Mizrahi and Balkan children affair.”158 While subjected to forced residence in transient camps as part of Israeli state “modernization” efforts during the 1950s, some Mizrahi immigrants were also subject to the disappearance of their children following encounters with the Israeli state medical and welfare systems. While frequently told their children had died, families report having been denied the opportunity to see the body or an identifiable burial site, and many still consider their children unaccounted for.159

The affair has roiled Israel in controversy for decades and has been the subject of social movement mobilization among Mizrahi—particularly Yemeni—communities, as well as a number of lawsuits that triggered state commissions of inquiry.160 For years, Mizrahi scholars researching the disappeared children were forced to seek academic training, funding, and a career abroad.161 After decades of sustained campaigning by families and civil society advocates, in 2021 the Israeli Ministry of Health commissioned a report about the role of Israeli medical professionals in the disappearance of the children.162 The report compiled findings of previous state commissions of inquiry, media publications, and oral testimonies, and was designated as a starting point for renewed public discussion of the affair.163

But following a critical assessment of the report by Shifra Shvarts—a historian and professor emeritus at Ben-Gurion University who dismissed the validity of the report’s use of oral testimonies—it was never adopted or officially released by the Ministry of Health.164 Some Israeli academics—including historians, anthropologists and sociologists of science and medicine, and scholars of bioethics and the law—have since pointed to methodological and conceptual weaknesses in Shvarts’s assessment and independently published their own research showing serious methodological and data inconsistencies in previous state commissions of inquiry reports. They have joined the families and their advocates in renewing the call for the Ministry of Health to officially release its report, highlighting the need for more research.165 Ignoring these calls, Israeli academics, departments, and institutions overwhelmingly continue to stand by as the Israeli state limits what constitutes permissible topics of investigation.166

The recent debate concerning the use of oral testimony in the case of the Yemenite, Mizrahi, and Balkan children affair surfaced anew the question of access to Israeli archives in the Jewish-Israeli public. Palestinian member of the Knesset and chair of its Science and Technology Committee Ayman Odeh used this opening to challenge the Israeli state on its censorial policies. On May 15, 2023, the Palestinian commemoration day of the Nakba, Odeh initiated a meeting at the Science and Technology Committee to discuss academic and public access to Israeli state archives.167 Some Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli faculty—scholars researching Israeli state violence, from the Nakba to the disappeared children affair—independently attended the meeting to testify to the impossibility of conducting any meaningful research in Israeli state archives. They spoke of months- to years-long delays in receiving data, rejections of requests for files without cause, and the vast trove of important documents included in the 97 percent of files that remain inaccessible in Israeli governmental archives.168

No university sent representation to implore the state to open its archives to the academic community and enable scientific investigation of the most central questions to entire communities living under its rule.

As an extension of the restrictions it upholds on research on the Nakba and Israeli settler colonialism, Israeli academia has disallowed exploration of the racialization of Middle Eastern Jews that might have lent itself to a broader anticolonial critique or to generate solidarity with Palestinian scholars. In so doing, it has foreclosed yet another avenue for Jewish-Israelis to investigate and reflect on their role as perpetrators of violence against Palestinians and as settlers in a colonial state.

The increasingly strict limits set on acceptable subject matters across Israeli universities are acutely felt by faculty and researchers. Every day, scholars face university administrators who not only fail to challenge the escalating state-led repression of academic freedoms but also proactively uphold that repression. The right to conduct research into topics the Israeli state considers unacceptable has long been contingent and is increasingly being eroded. Yet whatever protections remain afforded to critical Jewish-Israeli academics have never applied to Palestinian scholars, who continue to face conditions of academic siege.

Rather than distinguishing themselves from the state and marking themselves as spaces for scientific study of the conditions of the state’s founding, Israeli universities have aligned with far-right groups and the Israeli government to limit and police research and discourse on the Nakba. By extension, the critical study of Israeli occupation, apartheid, and settler colonialism has been defined as out of bounds. Foundational critical conversations, then, have been excluded from the Israeli academy.

Israeli universities define research and discussion of historical and ongoing Israeli state violence as illegitimate. In so doing, they deny their faculty and students not just academic freedom but also the opportunity to debate and intervene in present and future injustice.
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Students Under Siege


“Were there no Arab students perhaps it would be better. If they would remain hewers of wood perhaps it would be easier to control them.” —Uri Lubrani, advisor to the Israeli Prime Minister on Arab affairs, 19611

“The state invests large sums of money in Arab education. If we don’t find a way according to which the content and the method of education is directed by the in charge [Jewish] persons, we would be investing money in raising snakes.” —Abba Hushi, co-founder of the University of Haifa, 19642



In July of 1965, a classified meeting was held on Israel’s policy toward the state’s Palestinian citizens. High-ranking members of the Israeli government attended—including representatives from the Ministries of Education and Foreign Affairs, officers of the Israeli National Police, and the heads of the Mossad and Shin Bet—all to discuss a document prepared by Shmouel Tolidano, the prime minister’s advisor on Arab affairs. Tolidano’s document contended that “loyalty in the full sense of the word cannot be demanded of the Arab minority, to the extent of identifying with the goals of a Jewish state.” It therefore recommended, instead, that Israel simply strive to direct Palestinians “to accept the state’s existence and mold them into law abiding citizens.”3

Keeping the Palestinian citizen population uneducated was deemed central to this task. Tolidano stressed the importance of “preventing as much as possible the formation of a wide educated stratum that naturally strives for radical leadership.”4 This could be achieved, Tolidano advised, through discouraging Palestinians from entering institutions of higher education and, instead, directing them toward vocational training and industries with secure employment.5

In Israel, it has never been broadly agreed that Palestinian citizens had a right to an education. Nor, in fact, was it consensus that they had a right to citizenship. The 1948 war and the establishment of Israel displaced over two-thirds of the Palestinian population, turning them into refugees. The minority of Palestinians who remained in the territory that became the state of Israel were placed under an Israeli military government, which ruled over them until 1966. While still under military governance and after extensive deliberation among Israeli leaders, many of these Palestinians were granted suffrage and then citizenship.6

But Israeli citizenship, far from guaranteeing Palestinians equal rights, actually enshrined their subjugation. Israel’s decision to extend citizenship to the Palestinians who remained, as Lana Tatour shows, was intended to “solidify the demographic outcomes of the Nakba” and prevent Palestinian return to their lands.7 Israeli citizenship, then, functioned as an “institution of domination” that ingrained Palestinian inferiority and facilitated their dispossession.8 Whereas citizenship for Jewish-Israelis was defined as a birthright and automatic, for Palestinians it was understood to be a “benevolent act by the state” and, therefore, always contingent.9

So, too, was Palestinian access to education. Concerned about Palestinian resistance to the strict military regime that ruled them and about schools as sites potentially fomenting national liberation ideas, Israel established tight control over Palestinian teachers in its first decades.10 The Israeli Ministry of Education worked with the Department for Arab Affairs and the Israeli Security Agency, the Shin Bet, to screen, appoint, and monitor Palestinian teachers. The Israeli government fielded applicants and influenced their acceptance to teachers’ training courses and colleges based on political affiliations.11 The government continually screened Palestinian teachers when they applied for tenure, promotion, and transfer, and fostered an atmosphere of fear and suspicion among them by routinely dismissing teachers for airing opinions deemed unacceptable by the state.12

The surveillance of Palestinian teachers and their young students was soon extended to higher education. As a few dozen Palestinian students began enrolling at Israeli universities in the 1950s, they, too, were closely monitored for potential political “radicalization.”13 Israeli government concerns about politicization through education were heightened when, in 1958, Palestinian students established their own organization at Hebrew University: the Arab Students Committee. Early Palestinian student organizing focused on the military rule and permit system governing Palestinian citizens, which severely infringed on their fundamental rights, including freedom of movement.14

In response, Israeli security agencies worked with the Hebrew University to establish a penalty and reward system for Palestinian students based on their political leanings and organizing. The university regularly reported on its Palestinian students to the prime minister’s advisor on Arab affairs. The government in turn established the “Jewish-Arab students’ forum” on campus, a body whose Palestinian participants were rewarded for “good behavior” with travel passes, income, and job recommendations. Palestinian members of the forum were expected to partake in hasbara (state propaganda) and to assist Israel, as educated representatives, in dissipating dissent among Palestinian citizens.15

Throughout the state’s military rule over Palestinian citizens, and for years after, Israeli government officials continued to debate whether their access to higher education should be allowed at all. They debated whether education would strengthen Palestinian resistance or could ultimately facilitate cultural assimilation into Israel as a Jewish state. With the end of military governance, Tolidano himself altered his strategic approach. At a 1968 Arab Affairs Committee meeting, he advocated for educating Palestinians, particularly women, as a mechanism to lower the Palestinian birth rate. He laid out the Israeli conundrum as the government understood it: “What is preferable—a large population with low [national] consciousness or small population, more educated and more nationalistic?”16 Ultimately, as Tolidano articulated at the meeting, Israeli state priority was given to “the demographic issue.” It was decided that Palestinian access to higher education should be expanded, partly as a form of birth control.17

These state policies have had long afterlives. Direct supervision by the Shin Bet of Palestinian citizen education persisted for decades, with the agency granted the decisive vote concerning the appointment of teachers, principals, and supervisors.18 Until 2005, a Shin Bet agent served as the deputy director of the Arab Education Department at the Ministry of Education, when a successful petition to the Supreme Court compelled the ministry to cancel the position on the grounds of discrimination and a violation of due process.19 Yet even through 2017, the Ministry of Education was found to be cooperating with the Shin Bet concerning the appointment of Palestinian teachers.20 As recently as 2020, the director general of the Ministry of Education met with the Shin Bet to discuss screening Palestinian citizen teachers for “radicalism.”21

In Israeli universities, too, these practices lived on. Well after the end of military rule in 1966, administrations across campuses continued to collaborate with the Israeli security state in fielding and monitoring their Palestinian students. Into the 1970s, the government directly intervened in the admissions process to facilitate the acceptance of Palestinians deemed loyal to Israel for university programs of their choice.22 Today, Israeli university administrations continue to work with the Israeli government to contain the scope of Palestinian pedagogy, knowledge production, and critical expression.

This chapter explores the restrictions imposed on the rights of Palestinian students to study, speak, and protest across Israeli universities. It reveals how the university administrations persistently curtail and police the presence of Palestinian students on their campuses, and how they move in lockstep with the Israeli government to deny the fundamental academic freedoms of Palestinian students, and particularly student organizers, mobilizing on their campuses against the systems of oppression of the Israeli state.

The Outpost University

On March 28, 2022, two Palestinian students of Hebrew University sat on the Mt. Scopus campus lawn and sang in Arabic. They were approached by Jewish-Israeli students who demanded to know what they were singing. The Israeli students—who were also off-duty police officers—accused the Palestinian students of singing “nationalist” songs, forcefully escorted them to the campus gates, and summoned active-duty officers to arrest them.23

The Palestinian students were interrogated by the Israeli police “on suspicion of behavior that could violate the public peace” and were questioned about their political views and religious practices.24 They were ultimately released but were barred from campus for six days. The Hebrew University administration did not intervene in the arrest and banning of its Palestinian students, nor did it declare support for the students and affirm their right to free expression on its campus. The university also failed to reprimand the student officers and campus security for violating the rights of its Palestinian students. Instead, the administration simply stated that the Jewish-Israeli students acted of their own accord and vaguely promised to “clarify university regulations.”25 Palestinian student groups protested the administration’s response, which they claimed exemplifies their criminalization and ongoing violent repression on campus.

Situated atop the occupied East Jerusalem Palestinian neighborhood of al-Issawiyeh, Hebrew University Mt. Scopus is policed particularly vigilantly by the administration and campus security. Palestinian students describe in interviews how they are alienated by the university prohibitions on clothing and other items expressing their identity. Aseel, a BA student, was told by her supervisor she could not continue to wear a kaffiyeh while working her campus job. Yousef, her classmate, wore a shirt with a kaffiyeh to a protest just outside the campus gates and was later denied entry back into the university by the guards, despite providing his student identification. Across Israeli campuses, university administrations marginalize and criminalize Palestinian students by scrutinizing them for signs of national, religious, or political expression.

Israeli universities were designed as apparatuses in service of the state’s program to “Judaize” Palestinian territory in their regions.26 Their strategically located campuses were themselves directly built on Palestinian lands, constructed as isolated enclaves, sitting atop mountains or hills overlooking the cities below. Reflecting their national militarized role, Israeli universities are bordered and gated. Despite their status as public institutions, entry is conditioned on a display of identification or permit, passage through metal detectors, and a security check by military veteran armed guards. Israeli scholars of architecture have shown that this is not coincidental: designed to serve the state’s territorial policy, campuses remain spatially segregated from their environments.27 The architecture of Israeli universities constitutes a practice of racialized national ownership, demarcating campuses as Jewish space.28

This militarized campus infrastructure is the ongoing subject of Palestinian criticism and organizing. Palestinian students argue that the university gates are reminiscent of military checkpoints in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, complete with armed guards, turnstiles, and ID requirements.29 Palestinian student organizations across institutions have repeatedly petitioned their administrations to address racial profiling by the guards and contested routine discriminatory practices such as demands that Palestinian students provide proof of university affiliation or refusing Palestinian students entry. Students describe in interviews the humiliation of being turned away at the campus gates and missing classes because they were seen as not belonging at the university. These encounters with Israeli security apparatuses cause students to create narrowly designated walking routes, all to avoid the labyrinth of checkpoints, or minimizing the time spent on campus altogether.30 Such measures render indigenous Palestinians as foreigners on their own campuses.

Israeli universities are internally designed for the benefit of their Jewish community members. Buildings and campus streets are named after Israeli military and state leaders, including the architects of the mass expulsion of Palestinians in the Nakba and the illegal military occupation of Gaza and the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, in 1967. Hallways display Zionist symbols and narratives, showcasing photographs and texts celebrating Israeli military power and territorial expansion.31 A permanent exhibit at the University of Haifa, for instance, continues to honor one of its founders, Abba Hushi, who likened educating Palestinians to “raising snakes.”32

Universities not only curate their campuses to reflect state narratives but also leave little room for alternative representation. Besides limited numbers of billboards specifically designated for student flyers, campuses are tightly regulated spatially. As sociologist of education Yael Maayan shows, Israeli campuses’ visual space is well managed—indeed, almost hermetically sealed—explicitly prohibiting students from meaningfully shaping their physical space while they are enrolled.33 This spatial governance leads Jewish and Palestinian students to occupy the campus differently. Rather than congregate in central meeting areas, Palestinian students are compelled to carve out peripheral spaces where they might feel more safe or “at home” in their institutions. They seek out less conspicuous corners on their campuses that they can temporarily and informally shape as their own, and where they can listen to music, share food and coffee, and speak more or less freely. Geographer Yara Sa’di-Ibraheem calls these spatial practices of resistance and subversion by Palestinians in the face of alienation on Israeli campuses “indigenous students’ geographies.”34

The physical design of Israeli universities’ campus space reflects their structural exclusion of Palestinians. Although the Council for Higher Education claims that Palestinian matriculation is on an upward trend,35 research by both the Israeli government and scholars of education shows otherwise. According to 2019 data from the Israeli Ministry of Finance, for example, Palestinian student enrollment is growing primarily in underfunded colleges and not in universities.36 The data shows that Palestinian enrollment across Israeli institutions of higher education remains one-third the rate of Jews, and that while Palestinians constitute approximately 30 percent of the university age population in Israel, they accounted for just 18.1 percent of first-year bachelor’s degree students.37 Thus, while there is a rise in the absolute number of Palestinian students enrolled in higher education, the Ministry of Finance research concluded that the integration of Palestinians is in fact currently in decline and that the gaps between Palestinian and Jewish students are in fact widening.38

While the percentage of Jewish students obtaining their BA from Israeli institutions of higher education has risen exponentially since 2000, the percentage of Palestinian students has risen by only a few points, remaining almost stagnant between 2009 and 2019.39 Only 22 percent of Palestinian women and under 10 percent of Palestinian men obtained their BA from Israeli institutions in 2019.40 Government data for the academic year 2021–22 shows that Palestinian students remain underrepresented in Israeli universities.41 Palestinians made up just over 16 percent of bachelor’s degree students, just over 11 percent of master’s degree students, and 8 percent of PhD students, and the enrollment rate of new Jewish bachelor’s degree students remained three times higher than that of Palestinians.42 That same year, Palestinians made up only 3.5 percent of university faculty.43

These disparities exist by design. The CHE and Israeli universities continue to shape admissions policies in ways that limit Palestinian student access to the academic programs of their choice.44 Current admission for bachelor’s degrees is based on an aggregation of high school baccalaureate grades and the grade on the Israeli standardized test for higher education, called “the psychometric exam.” By both criteria of evaluation, Palestinian high school graduates are at a disadvantage.45 Palestinian students face the persistent underfunding of their schools, the financial and geographic inaccessibility of private preparatory courses for the psychometric exam, and the linguistic and cultural bias of the exam catering to Jewish-Israelis.46 For competitive programs, such as medicine and diverse medical fields, there is also an admissions interview. The interview process has been shown to function as another site of racialized screening to curb Palestinian enrollment. The Hebrew University Medical School, which was the state’s only medical school until 1964, used the interview as a mechanism to maintain caps on Palestinian students during Israeli military rule, admitting no more than two or three Palestinians per cohort.47 Though such explicit caps have not been in place since the late 1960s, admission of Palestinian students to medicine and other competitive fields continues to be manipulated by state and university administrations.

Beginning in 2000, the Knesset education committee intervened in university admissions policies, eliminating the mandatory psychometric exam. The amended policy was implemented as part of a larger effort to increase enrollment of Jewish students from Israel’s social and geographic “periphery.”48 But admissions data soon revealed that the main beneficiaries of the new policy were Palestinian students, for whom the exam constituted a significant admissions barrier. Under the new policy, admission of Palestinian students to programs such as dentistry, nursing, and occupational therapy was expected to significantly increase. Once this expectation materialized, the committee of university presidents reinstated the original admissions policy, openly admitting their intent to curb Palestinian enrollment in competitive degree programs and prevent “undesirable” demographic changes on their campuses.49

Universities also immediately increased the weight of personal interviews and instituted minimum age requirements of twenty for enrollment in competitive degree programs such as medicine and paramedical studies.50 The minimum age requirement directly benefited Jewish applicants, who cannot apply until completion of their mandatory military service. The policy therefore effectively targeted Palestinian applicants, most of whom are not required to enlist in the Israeli military and can attend university upon graduating from high school.51 The Palestinian Civil Rights organization Adalah began petitioning against this policy in 2008, citing racial discrimination.52 While the legal challenges were dismissed, the CHE finally conceded and revoked the minimum age requirement in 2014.53

Unofficial caps on Palestinian student enrollment in medical fields still persist, however. Interviewed faculty in these fields across universities reported that in department meetings and in conversations with university administrators, there are ongoing and explicit discussions about the number of Palestinian students and informal ways to regulate their admission, including through the use of interviews. As Ronit, a professor in a medical field, described in an interview: “At our department there were discussions about what to do because there were ‘too many’ Palestinian students. In our field it is mostly women, and we have a lot of women Palestinian students. I often heard faculty and senior admin describe this as a problem.” Unofficial caps on Palestinian students in medical fields, regarded as an open secret across Israeli universities, have failed to attract consistent media attention and remain institutionally uncontested. Most recently, with the election of a far-right government in 2023, this open secret was explicitly articulated and proposed once more as formal policy. Coalitional agreements advanced by far-right minister Itamar Ben-Gvir stipulated that military veterans should be given preferential admissions to medicine, law, and other competitive degree programs. The proposed policy is a thinly veiled mechanism to further bar Palestinians from earning Israeli universities’ most desirable degrees.54

With admission to competitive programs tightly regulated by universities, Palestinian students are compelled to seek higher education abroad to study their preferred field or enroll in Israeli institutions but settle for other fields of study. Palestinian students are more likely than their Jewish peers to report that they compromised on their field of study because they had not been admitted to their field of choice.55 Increasingly, Palestinian citizens have turned to pursuing education in Palestinian universities or abroad, particularly in Jordan. While only 5 percent of Jewish-Israelis apply to foreign universities for their academic training, as many as 18 to 24 percent of Palestinian citizens leave Israel in pursuit of higher education.56 The majority of those over the last decade studied in Jordan, and many increasingly enroll in Palestinian universities in the occupied West Bank.57 Most Palestinian citizens who study at Palestinian universities or abroad are pursuing medicine and other medical fields.58 Government data shows that over 75 percent of practicing Palestinian citizen physicians were trained abroad,59 and that Palestinians constitute the majority of practitioners across the medical fields who trained abroad.60

There is a clear correlation between discriminatory admissions policies and the choice to study abroad. Palestinian citizens consistently cite the minimum age requirements, admissions interviews, and often structurally unattainable psychometric exam scores as pushing them to leave Israel in pursuit of higher education.61 But many also explicitly strive to escape the experience of alienation, discrimination, and exclusion at Israeli universities. Palestinian students studying in Jordan, whether Muslim or Christian, report a welcoming experience of cultural, religious, and linguistic affinity and belonging. They often describe feeling at home in Jordanian institutions, as well as a greater degree of freedom not only to study in their field of choice but to express their multi-faceted identities and their full selves.62 This was also the case for many Palestinian students enrolling in Palestinian universities in the OPT, who consistently report positive social and academic experiences; however, they often struggle to get their degrees recognized in Israel upon graduation.63 For their part, Palestinian university administrations welcome Palestinian citizens of Israel and offer specialized courses designed to assist them in integrating into the Israeli labor market.64

It is noteworthy that Palestinian citizens of Israel choose to move to Jordan or travel across Israeli checkpoints to Palestinian universities under Israeli military rule rather than enroll in Israeli institutions. It is also indicative of yet another significant barrier to Palestinian higher education in Israel: physical access to campus.

Admission to Israeli universities marks the beginning, not the end, of Palestinian students’ exclusion. At the University of Haifa, which serves the majority of Palestinians living in the Galilee, Palestinian students have long faced inefficient commutes and difficulty finding local accommodations. When Palestinian student organizing for improved physical access to campus gained little traction with the administration, students held a sit-in and demanded that the university work with a local public transit company to offer transportation from regional Palestinian villages. The university responded by bringing protesting students before a disciplinary committee.65 Long commutes due to the state-planned underdevelopment of public transportation from their villages and towns increase Palestinian student reliance on university dorms to complete their education. Yet access to dorms is far from guaranteed, as university dorm policies broadly discriminate against Palestinian students.66

The University of Haifa has a history of denying dorm applications by Palestinian students. Research by the students revealed why: military service constituted as much as 41 percent of eligibility criteria.67 Student organizers petitioned the Haifa Magistrate Court to remove military service as a criterion. The court ruled in their favor and acknowledged that the criterion discriminated against Palestinians, the majority of whom are not drafted into the military.68 But the University of Haifa refused to accept the ruling and appealed, and in 2008 the Israeli Supreme Court upheld the university’s right to give preference to military veterans in dorms.69 The preference given to Jewish-Israelis in university dorms exacerbates long-standing barriers for Palestinian students of access to campuses.

Palestinian students attending Israeli universities consistently report a shortage in off-campus housing as a key barrier to higher education. The refusal of Jewish-Israeli landlords to rent to Palestinians is systemic and well documented and was frequently brought up in interviews with Palestinian students across institutions.70 They described calling landlords in response to active apartment rental ads, only to be told the apartment was no longer available once they shared their Palestinian names. Safaa, an incoming student at Hebrew University from the Galilee, is one of many in her cohort who struggled to find housing in West Jerusalem. “As soon as they detected my accent it was over,” she described her experience over dozens of inquiries in an interview, “and the university doesn’t help us with this at all.” Palestinian student organizers have repeatedly tried to mobilize their universities to offer housing solutions, either by facilitating off-campus rentals or expanding access to dorms, but administrations have offered no institutional response.

After enrolling and finding accommodations, Palestinian students must contend with Israeli campuses’ lack of religious, cultural, or linguistic diversity. Though civil society organizations pushed the CHE to recommend that university websites and signage be fully translated into Arabic in 2013, no university has completed this process to date. Corresponding to the Knesset’s 2018 “Israel as the Nation-State of the Jewish People Law,” which retracted the status of Arabic as an official state language, campuses’ virtual and physical spaces do not award Arabic full status as they do Hebrew and English.71 Most university websites still have limited Arabic-language content, and campus signage is frequently partially or incorrectly translated.72 This sustained linguistic exclusion relegates Palestinians to the status of second-class students who cannot fully belong at Israeli universities, a status Thair Abu Rass and Yael Maayan have called “present absentees.”73

While enrolling Muslim, Christian, and Druze Palestinian students, Israeli universities continue to maintain their campuses as Jewish spaces that strictly regulate other forms of religious expression. Muslim prayer spaces across campuses have been inconsistently or temporarily provided, remotely located, and largely maintained by students and not by university staff.74 At the University of Haifa, which houses two full-service synagogues and additional prayer spaces for Jewish students,75 Muslim Palestinian students had to wage an extended campaign for a single space to pray on campus. After strenuous negotiations with the administration, students were ultimately allotted a prayer space in the university parking lot, which for years remained the only room for Muslim prayer on campus. Christian Palestinian students likewise had to file a legal petition requesting to put up a Christmas tree in the university’s main building. The university fought back and the petition was rejected, after which the students were only permitted to place the tree in a remote area of campus.76 At Tel Aviv University, which houses three synagogues and multiple additional Jewish prayer spaces, Muslim students petitioned for a prayer space only to be allotted time slots in a dorm basement.77 Even this temporary allocation was met with a campaign by Jewish employees and students to monitor the space for “radical political activity” and “incitement.”78 Nevertheless, after years of student campaigning against the temporary allocations for Muslim prayer, the administration finally allotted two designated permanent rooms.79

Yet once established, designated prayer spaces themselves come to serve as mechanisms of containment. The university administrations’ move to ultimately grant prayer spaces for Muslim students, as Yara Sa’di-Ibraheem argues, paradoxically further restricted Palestinian student use of campus space. In relegating them to remote corners on their campus, university administrations facilitate the redirection of Palestinians away from more central locations and entrench the differential spatial practices between Palestinian and Jewish students.80

The universities’ policies on prayer spaces exemplifies their broader project to regulate Palestinian student presence on their campuses. Over the past decade, both the CHE and university administrations have outlined policies and implemented new programs ostensibly designed to address disparities between Jewish and Palestinian students. These include designated preparatory courses, Hebrew-language tutoring, and select scholarships for Palestinians.81 But these do not address the root causes of Palestinian exclusion. What remains unaddressed and unspeakable for university administrations is their alignment and collaboration with the Israeli regime of discriminatory policies. Expressing any aspect of the Palestinian national identity, or even merely speaking or singing in Arabic, is construed by the Israeli state and university administrations alike as threatening the “public peace.” As Palestinian students argue, Palestinian identity itself has always been conceived of as a “security threat” on Israeli campuses.

But the policing of Palestinian students has become more pronounced with their growing political mobilization on campus. As Palestinian sociologist and political activist Arees Bishara explained, “When the Planning and Budgeting Committee began to fund these programs to ‘advance’ Palestinians in academia, they didn’t expect that Palestinian students would be politically aware or vocal. They assumed that if they gave Palestinians educational opportunities they would be more supportive of the Zionist institutions. But this is part of the unintentional consequences.” Palestinian student organizers contend that the violence against them will endure until Israeli universities are democratized, freed of systemic racial discrimination, and transformed from Jewish-Zionist institutions into egalitarian ones that belong to all their students and faculty.

Occupied Students: The Repression of Palestinian Political Expression

In the early morning hours of May 11, 2022, Israeli military forces invaded the occupied West Bank city of Jenin. In the course of that invasion, Israeli snipers targeted and shot leading Palestinian journalist Shireen Abu-Akleh in what has since been deemed an extrajudicial killing.82 The next day, Palestinian students at Ben-Gurion University organized a protest against the Israeli military’s killing of Abu-Akleh. The university administration initially recommended to the students that they hold the protest inside a closed classroom. The students did not relent, and the university ultimately permitted them to hold the protest outside, only to allow Israeli police and Shin Bet forces to enter the campus and arrest student organizers.

Maryam Abu Qwaider, one of the Palestinian student protestors, was forcibly dragged from campus by undercover police officers in front of her peers. She was detained for ten days. Later accused of “incitement” based on her social media profile, Abu Qwaider was sentenced to house arrest and prohibited from connecting to the internet, causing her to miss her final semester exams.83

The Ben-Gurion University administration responded by stating that the police and Shin Bet made the arrests on its campus at their own discretion. The administration made no public commitment to support Abu Qwaider’s return to her studies or to guarantee that police forces would no longer be permitted to abduct students from its campus.84 The implications of the administration’s response were abundantly clear to Palestinian students. As one student organizer told the press: “We see that the university is like a rubber stamp for the police and the Shabak [the Shin Bet].”85

In the 1950s, the entry of Palestinian citizen students into Israeli academia was conditioned upon their loyalty to the Israeli state. Still under military rule, Palestinian students who joined Israeli institutions of higher education were surveilled and policed as political dissidents. University administrations worked with Israeli state security apparatuses to surveil and contain Palestinian dissent on campus.86

Israeli university administrations today institutionally ignore their histories of collaboration with the military rule of Palestinian citizens, as well as their ongoing partnerships with the Israeli Shin Bet and police. They now increasingly speak the language of diversity. Photographs on university websites feature groups of Jewish and Palestinian students conversing in lecture halls or around lab tables and laughing together on sunny campus lawns. Tel Aviv University recently set up an Equality and Diversity Commission, while Hebrew University at Mt. Scopus now operates a Diversity and Multiculturalism unit.87 The unit declares that Hebrew University “strives to nurture a community that expresses a broad range of stances, world views, and cultures,” one that is representative of the diverse populations that make up Israeli society and is “free from discrimination and harassment based on affiliations of community, nationality, congregation, religion or sexual orientation.”88 These formal declarations about equality are rarely backed by substantive institutional policy or reflected in the everyday experiences of Palestinian faculty and students. But they ring entirely hollow in the face of university administrations’ daily monitoring, policing, and repression of Palestinian political expression.

Scholar of education Andre Mazawi argues that the alienation and repression experienced by Palestinian citizens in Israeli higher education are a structural problem, wherein the educational setting itself is designed to foreclose their fundamental political and national aspirations.89 Yet from their entry into Israeli universities decades ago, Palestinian students have refused to remain silent about the injustices of Israeli settler colonialism. They have consistently committed themselves to what Ibrahim Makkawi has called “engagement from the margin”: political organizing against the racial policies of the Israeli state and university administrations.90

Palestinian students engaged in political education and advocacy today argue that they are still treated by campus security and state apparatuses not as rights-bearing citizens but as a colonized population that must be controlled and subjugated. Campus security is made up of former Israeli combat soldiers, many of whom still serve in combat reserve units. Campus security officers are therefore not only armed, but also militarized and trained in the Occupied Palestinian Territory. Palestinian students experience the intimidating effects of this training. In spring 2022, a progressive student group at Hebrew University booked a common space for a meeting only to have a campus security guard enter the room. He then refused to leave and even filmed some of the students on his phone. Palestinian students reported in an interview that these interactions with campus security exemplify how they are treated with suspicion by their university. Israeli campus security is backed by Israeli state security forces, which maintain a regular presence on campuses, including the Israeli National Police, the border police, and the Shin Bet, all agencies operating in the OPT. These state forces, whose daily practices have been repeatedly found to violate international human rights law, are summoned to campus by university administrations to limit Palestinian student speech and organizing.

Palestinian student organizers are keenly aware that they face institutional restrictions backed by state violence. They can only enter campus as individuals seeking degrees—Israeli universities have consistently made clear—never as members of a collective with political or national consciousness. Unlike Jewish students, who are allowed a wide range of political activity and expression on campus, Palestinian students are expected to check their national identity at the university gates and take on identifications that are palatable to Jewish-Israelis. As Samir, a student organizer at the University of Haifa, explained in an interview: “As soon as I arrive to campus I am only allowed to be an ‘Israeli-Arab,’ never a Palestinian.”

Located in the Galilee, the most populous Palestinian region in Israel, and enrolling the highest number of Palestinian students, the University of Haifa has a notorious reputation among Palestinian students for its severe repression of political expression on campus. With the outbreak of the Second Palestinian Intifada in 2000, and throughout subsequent Israeli military operations in the OPT, the University of Haifa administration repeatedly repressed Palestinian expression. At the height of the Israeli military offensives in the occupied West Bank in 2002, Palestinian students were brought before disciplinary hearings and suspended for peacefully protesting on campus.91 In 2008, when the Israeli attorney general closed the investigations into the Israeli police killing of Palestinian citizen protestors in 2000, Palestinian students who held a peaceful protest vigil were summoned to disciplinary hearings.92 Over 90 percent of students summoned to disciplinary committees at the university between 2002 and 2010 were Palestinian. Between 2010 and 2015, Palestinians remained three times as likely as their Jewish peers to be summoned before disciplinary committees.93 This use of disciplinary hearings as a mechanism to target and deter Palestinian organizing is well documented by Palestinian civil society organizations and even by the Israeli state comptroller, yet it remains common practice.94

Disciplinary hearings for individual Palestinian students were gradually supplemented with wholesale constraints on student activity codified into university policy. In 2002, the University of Haifa administration added a clause to its charter permitting the president to suspend all public activity on campus for an indefinite period. Over the decade that followed, the clause became so routinely used to prohibit the political activity of Palestinian students that student organizers and a number of faculty took the university to court. Their legal battle made it all the way to the Israeli Supreme Court, which in 2015 ordered that the clause be rewritten to place some limits on the university president’s suspension of public activity.95

The university also curbed Palestinian organizing by selectively denying permits. A play commemorating the Nakba, authorized by the university in 2012, was canceled just hours before it was scheduled to begin, with the administration accusing the students of presenting the event as “cultural” when it was really “political.”96 After three years of being refused permits to commemorate the Nakba, two primarily Palestinian leftist student groups defied the unofficial university ban and held a protest in 2014. They were suspended until the end of the academic year. The primary Palestinian student group on campus was similarly accused of holding an unauthorized event and suspended for a month.97 The student groups petitioned the university administration to protest the unequal enforcement of university policy, since Jewish-Israeli student groups were never suspended for unauthorized events.98 Together with Palestinian civil rights organization Adalah, they also petitioned the Haifa Magistrate Court to appeal the suspension as an infringement of freedom of speech and as a violation of university regulations.99 The Magistrate Court upheld the suspension. Only an appeal to the Israeli Supreme Court succeeded in compelling the university to permit the student groups to resume their public activities.100 In the wake of repeated legal challenges to its restrictions on Palestinian student activity, the university administration further amended its official regulations governing public activity on its campus.

Public activity on the Haifa campus is the most restricted of any Israeli institution and is subject to such strict regulations that it is practically prohibited. As of the latest regulations in 2022, students are permitted to hold protests at only a single outdoor designated space during two thirty-minute recesses on Mondays, and for a single thirty-minute recess on Wednesdays.101 Many of these restrictions are implicitly or explicitly directed at Palestinian students. No public student activity is permitted on Jewish holidays, including Friday evenings, state-designated memorial days for the Holocaust and Israeli soldiers, and all the days between the two, as well as during meeting days of the Board of Trustees. Requests by student groups for space for protests, events, tabling, or passing out flyers must be made twenty-four to forty-eight hours in advance, and the content of every flyer must be translated into Hebrew and approved by the university administration.

The cumbersome paperwork, restrictive scheduling, and escalating administrative repression has succeeded in significantly discouraging Palestinian student expression and activism. As Farraj, a student activist, explained in an interview: “It doesn’t feel possible to protest or do anything on campus anymore. We just moved all our activities outside of the university to [the city of] Haifa.” Many interviewed Palestinian students at the University of Haifa reported experiencing such hostility from fellow students and institutional silencing by the administration that they no longer mobilize or join political activity on campus.

The trajectory of administrative repression of Palestinian political expression at the University of Haifa showcases the broader procedural landscape in Israeli higher education. Palestinian student initiatives challenging the Israeli military are routinely framed and managed by university administrations as “security threats,” in ways that parallel the military governance of the OPT. At Hebrew University in 2014, a primarily Palestinian leftist student group organized a talk critical of the military draft of Druze Palestinian citizens. The university administration refused to grant a permit for the event, claiming it was unlawful to hold a lecture calling for civil disobedience. Two weeks later, students staged a peaceful protest against a new bill proposing to extend the draft to Christian Palestinians.102 The university administration deemed it “unlawful” and called the border police to disperse the event, during which they injured several students and detained others for questioning.103 The dean of students later labeled such demonstrations harmful to the “delicate fabric of life at the university” and warned of a wholesale suspension of political activity on campus.104

Permits for Palestinian events are commonly refused or rescinded across Israeli university campuses. The Hebrew University administration canceled an academic conference about Palestinian political prisoners in 2017.105 At Ben-Gurion University that same year, a Palestinian student group organized an exhibit on Israeli demolitions of Bedouin Palestinian homes in the Naqab. Following complaints from the student union, the university reversed its earlier decision to authorize the exhibit, citing “security constraints.”106 The administration demanded that students present the content of the exhibit in advance and ultimately authorized the display for only one day.107 In 2018, the Tel Aviv University administration canceled a previously authorized series of meetings, tabling, and events scheduled as part of a “Week to End the Occupation” organized by a joint Palestinian-Jewish student group shortly before the week commenced.108 More recently, the first event of the 2022 semester for Palestinian students at Ben-Gurion University was effectively canceled by the administration with one day’s notice. The event was scheduled to include a fair and a musical performance, but the administration prohibited students from setting up stalls to sell stickers in Arabic and traditional art pieces and canceled the evening performance by Palestinian artists. Alongside claims of bureaucratic difficulties, the university also cited concern about potential “incitement” and violation of the “public peace” as the reasons for its last-minute cancellations.109

Palestinian students consistently mobilize to make their campuses sites of expression and education about Palestinian history, culture, and rights. Time and again, the boundaries of acceptable content and format are narrowly drawn around them.

When university administrations do grant permits for Palestinian student events, they consistently fail to protect their physical safety in holding them. When Palestinian and joint Palestinian-Israeli student groups organized ceremonies across campuses to commemorate the Nakba in May 2022, they were subjected to state and state-backed violence. At Tel Aviv University, Palestinian students coordinated their commemoration ceremony with university security and obtained a permit for the campus’s Entin Square. But shortly before the event began—as Im Tirtzu and other right-wing Jewish student groups gathered at the site—the university notified the Palestinian organizers that it had passed off the authority to oversee the event to the Israeli police. This was in spite of the fact that Entin Square is officially designated by the university as the central site on campus grounds for student gatherings and organizing of all kinds.110 At the event, Palestinian students held signs and spoke about the mass expulsion of Palestinians in 1948, including from the village of Al-Shaykh Muwannis, on whose lands Tel Aviv University now stands. Opposite them stood Jewish-Israeli students vigorously waving Israeli flags, jeering, and yelling racial slurs. Im Tirtzu members made an explicit call to “celebrate” the Nakba by handing out candy to passersby. Dozens of armed police officers stood between the student groups, some of whom spoke with Im Tirtzu members and passed the candy around.

Soon a Palestinian student who walked past to join the Nakba commemoration was lunged at by a group of Jewish-Israeli students, and the police immediately seized on the opportunity to violently shut down the event. Officers descended upon the Palestinian students, attacking them with pepper spray and pinning several to the ground.111 One officer pushed his knee onto a Palestinian student’s neck as he lay face down on the ground. The police arrested three Palestinian students and detained them for up to four days. No Jewish students were arrested; they were merely ushered by officers to a position behind the police barrier. When pressured to respond to an inquiry by Palestinian Knesset members, the university president faulted student groups on “both sides” for the escalation, and flatly refused Palestinian student demands to institute new guidelines limiting police authority on campus.

Just a week after the event at Tel Aviv University, Palestinian student groups held a Nakba Day commemoration event at Ben-Gurion University. Coordinated with the university administration, students gathered on campus holding Palestinian flags and making speeches, many speaking of their own grandparents’ expulsion from their homes in 1948.

The repression was immediate and came first in the form of threats from other students. Im Tirtzu and Jewish-Israeli student groups gathered around the Palestinian students and repeatedly chanted “Give up your citizenship” and “Death to the Arabs!” The mayor of Beersheba swiftly joined the attack, sending a letter to the university president demanding that he bar the Palestinian flag and such protests from campus. Minister of Education Yifat Shasha-Biton also issued a condemnation, calling photos of the event “unacceptable.”112 Following the backlash, and a complaint submitted by Im Tirtzu in the wake of the event, the Ben-Gurion academic secretariat summoned a Palestinian student organizer for a disciplinary hearing at the Council for Higher Education.

The student, Watan Madi, was accused of “behavior that involves disobeying, or refusing to obey the instructions of the university’s designated authorities, including the regulations regarding political activity,” based solely on her reading aloud an essay by Mahmoud Darwish that included the word shaheed (“martyr” in Arabic).113 After a months-long investigation, the Ben-Gurion University disciplinary committee convicted Madi for disobeying campus authorities, determining that she should have refrained from using a term that much of the Jewish-Israeli public associates with their conception of “terrorism.”114

Supported by a letter from several hundred faculty and aided by the Association of Civil Rights in Israel, Madi appealed her conviction, which was thrown out on procedural grounds.115 Media coverage of the case and public support by faculty, coupled with legal representation that found significant irregularities in the disciplinary proceedings, eventually bore fruit. Several months later, the university announced it would not be pursuing an additional disciplinary procedure against Madi, though the administration emphasized that it stands behind its initial decision to prosecute her.116

The Palestinian civil rights organization Adalah, among other civil rights groups, has been at the forefront of offering legal representation to Palestinian students facing silencing or punitive measures at their universities. But many such cases do not rise to the level of obtaining legal representation or receiving media attention, and are allowed to stand. The taxing bureaucratic negotiations over every event and looming threat of disciplinary proceedings operate to intimidate Palestinian students, deterring them from organizing events, containing their expression, and minimizing their political imprint on the university campus.

From their entry into Israeli higher education, Palestinian students have been criminalized, policed, and targeted by their universities in collusion with the state. Academic freedom in Israeli higher education does not apply to Palestinian students.

University administrations have consistently shown themselves to be agents of the state, collaborating with the government to shield it from criticism and accountability for its military occupation and regime of apartheid. The government is increasingly censoring discussion of the Nakba and the foundational injustices of the Israeli state, both by the Palestinians it governs through military rule in the OPT and those it counts among its citizens. Mirroring this escalating censorship, universities increasingly and forcefully repress Palestinian study, commemoration, or protest of ongoing Israeli state violence. In repeatedly repressing academic learning and student advocacy in pursuit of decolonization, universities serve as guardians of the Israeli settler-colonial order.
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Academia Against Liberation

On July 14, 2021, Palestinian students from Birzeit University in the occupied West Bank organized a solidarity visit to the nearby village of Turmus Ayya. They came to see a Palestinian family whose home had been demolished by the Israeli military just days before. Returning that evening, they found the Israeli military waiting for them. Israeli soldiers forced the bus to pull over and the students to disembark. After a bodily search, soldiers arrested forty-five students—tightly handcuffing their wrists together with cable ties and blindfolding them—then took them into Israeli custody for interrogation and detention.1

This arbitrary detention was immediately condemned by Birzeit University as well as Palestinian prisoner support and human rights association Addameer as a means of repressing student expression and activism.2 Addameer declared that these arrests constituted a violation of Israel’s obligations as the occupying power to protect Palestinian students’ right to education, as outlined in Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights. Yet Israel detained at least thirty-three of the students for days, and thirteen of them for over a month, accusing them of “incitement” against the Israeli occupation.3

These arrests came on the heels of Israeli violence directed at Palestinian student activists at Israeli universities. In May 2021, tens of thousands of Palestinian citizens of Israel took to the streets in protest, among them many university students. The protests were sparked by Israeli security forces and far-right settlers’ campaigns across occupied East Jerusalem during the month of Ramadan, which subjected Palestinian residents to increased surveillance, movement restrictions, and physical abuse.4 This intensified Israeli violence came to a peak on May 6, when Palestinians facing expulsion from the occupied neighborhood of Sheikh Jarrah reported to the Israeli Supreme Court that they rejected a deal with the Jewish-Israeli settlers that claimed their homes and sought to replace them.5 On May 7, hundreds of Palestinian worship-pers stayed on at the Al-Aqsa Mosque after Friday prayers, protesting the impending expulsions. Israeli forces shot protestors at the mosque compound, injuring over 200 Palestinians.6 Shortly thereafter, on May 10, Israeli border police invaded the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound during Ramadan prayers, shooting worshippers with tear gas, stun grenades, and rubber-coated metal bullets and injuring over 300 Palestinians.7

The day after the raid on Al-Aqsa, on May 11, Palestinian students at Ben-Gurion University organized a protest of their own, rallying against Israeli military incursions and ongoing Palestinian dispossession across occupied East Jerusalem. They coordinated the protest with university security and even the Israeli police, and gathered with signs at the edge of campus, joined by a contingent of progressive Jewish-Israeli students who stood with them. Palestinian students addressed the crowd to explain the current expulsions in occupied East Jerusalem as part of the ongoing Nakba, which targets Palestinians under occupation as well as Palestinian citizens of Israel. They held signs and chanted to draw the attention of their fellow students to the injustices of Israeli occupation.

This display of Palestinian politics on an Israeli campus was immediately and violently repressed. Shortly into the demonstration, Jewish-Israeli local residents gathered around the Palestinian students, threatening to assault them. Within minutes, Israeli police and undercover forces joined campus security to descend upon the Palestinian students. A stun grenade was fired into the crowd, and students were pinned to the ground, shoved, and beaten. Seven Palestinian students were arrested and detained for days.

One Palestinian student was so severely beaten by Israeli police that he passed out and was hospitalized overnight.8 He awoke surrounded by officers. He was then illegally interrogated for hours while denied adequate food and sleep, questioned about his student organizing, and falsely accused of assaulting police officers. Hani, an undergraduate engineering student who was also arrested, described police intimidation tactics and threats during his detention. “The officer told me, ‘Say bye-bye to your studies,’” he recalled. “‘You wanted to go to demonstrations, huh? You will never be an engineer in your life.’”9

Yet despite its repression, the demonstration at Ben-Gurion University proved only the beginning. In the weeks that followed, Palestinian student groups across Israeli university campuses staged protests against Israeli military assaults on Palestinians in the besieged Gaza Strip and the occupied West Bank, including East Jerusalem, as well as against Israeli police operations targeting Palestinian citizens of Israel.10

This student mobilization was part of a historic popular uprising by Palestinians across both Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territory, which would become known as the “Unity Intifada.”11 Dozens of protests erupted with tens of thousands of participants over the course of a week, culminating in a general strike on May 18 to interrupt the Israeli economy and everyday life that depend upon apartheid rule.12 The day of the strike, Palestinians shuttered their storefronts and refused to arrive at the schools, hospitals, and businesses at which they work.13 They instead took to the streets to take part in demonstrations and creative resistance. With the Unity Intifada, Palestinians with Israeli citizenship and Palestinians under Israeli military rule came together to resist their fragmentation by the Israeli state and articulate collective demands for liberation from its system of racialized domination.14

In their “Manifesto for Dignity and Hope,” Palestinian citizens of Israel committed to a united struggle against Israeli settler colonialism and for the reunification of Palestinian society from across Israeli-created “isolated prisons,” including the “citizenship prison.”15 Drawing on a long tradition of Palestinian citizen student activism articulating their politics as part of an anticolonial struggle, Palestinian student organizers on Israeli campuses in 2021 protested and challenged Israeli rule across all the territories it governs, also reminding the world of the plight of Palestinian refugees. As Lana Tatour shows, Palestinian citizens refused to limit their activism to the liberal politics of inclusion or equality within the Israeli state. Instead, they asserted their identity as Palestinians and their demands in terms of decolonization and an end to Israeli apartheid.16

This chapter traces the Israeli suppression of Palestinian student mobilization, from universities in Israel to those in the Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT). Israel’s continuous war against Palestinian presence, as Khaled Furani argues, is directed at all Palestinian students. He shows that Israeli repression of Palestinian students forms a single continuum, from the detention and killing of Palestinian organizers in universities across the OPT to Shin Bet interrogations and disciplinary hearings for Palestinian citizens at Israeli institutions.17

This targeting of Palestinian students serves Israel’s settler-colonial project of eliminating the indigenous Palestinians. It is part of a decades-long campaign to repress Palestinian higher education, both within the Israeli state and under Israeli military rule, as a site of Palestinian resistance. Palestinian universities in the occupied West Bank, including East Jerusalem, face obstructive bureaucratic restrictions and recurrent military raids resulting in abduction, torture, and detention of students and faculty. In the besieged Gaza Strip, Palestinian universities are subjected to debilitating economic and structural isolation as well as repeated Israeli aerial bombardments that destroy their already depleted infrastructure. This systemic destruction of Palestinian centers of education is what Karma Nabulsi has called “scholasticide,” which Nabulsi and others argue is a colonial tactic to keep Palestinians uneducated and therefore more susceptible to subjugation.18

The Israeli state targets Palestinian universities, scholars, and students to suppress the Palestinian movement for liberation, and the Israeli system of higher education is complicit. Institutionally, university campuses, knowledge production, and pedagogy directly serve the Israeli security state that maintains the military rule over Palestinians in the OPT. University administrations consistently—and sometimes violently—suppress Palestinian students mobilizing for the rights of scholars and students under Israeli occupation, as Jewish-Israeli faculty and students overwhelmingly stand by. Israeli universities are thus partners in the state’s oppressive campaign directed at Palestinian academic freedoms, both those under military occupation and on their own campuses. This chapter, then, will show how Israeli academia is put to work against Palestinian freedom and the demands for justice and equality.

Higher Education under Occupation

Before the mass expulsion of Palestinians in the Nakba and the founding of Israel, Palestinians pursued higher education at leading universities in Beirut, Damascus, and Cairo. After 1948, Palestinians displaced from their homes and lands—whether to the Gaza Strip, under Egyptian governance, or to the West Bank, under Jordanian authority—continued to travel for study at universities across the Middle East as well as in the Soviet Union, Europe, and the United States.19 Yet with the 1967 military occupation of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, Israel immediately escalated its war on Palestinian education. Palestinians were severed from neighboring Arab states and their travel severely restricted, closing off their opportunities to pursue higher education abroad. Forcibly isolated from the intellectual and political life offered at universities across the Middle East and beyond,20 Palestinians in the OPT were compelled to establish their own system of higher education under the Israeli military government and despite its many obstacles.21

The first comprehensive Palestinian institution of higher education was Birzeit University, on the outskirts of Ramallah. First opening its doors in 1924, the school of Birzeit later became one of several Palestinian institutions to offer associate’s degrees. But with Israel’s occupation, the institution’s administration began preparations to offer full four-year degree programs.22 Several years later, after waging a struggle against Israel’s military government to overcome its restrictive orders and demands for permit applications, the institution began enrolling students for bachelor’s degrees in 1972.23 Birzeit University became the first Palestinian university and has been a major center of Palestinian intellectual and political life for generations of Palestinian students.24

From its early years, the Birzeit University campus was a site of Palestinian protest and a symbol of youthful civic resistance to Israeli military occupation. A hub of student activists advocating for Palestinian self-determination and articulating revolutionary anticolonial politics, the university was immediately regarded by Israel as a threat to its rule.25 The Israeli state was also particularly concerned about the university enrolling and potentially radicalizing Palestinian citizens of Israel and thereby fueling a broader Palestinian mobilization and liberatory politics.26 Almost immediately after Birzeit University opened its doors to enroll bachelor’s degree students, Israel began deploying the military to destabilize its educational programming. In 1973, the Israeli military closed the Birzeit University campus for two weeks, the first of fifteen such closures.27 Upon its reopening, the Israeli military governor of the occupied West Bank routinely invaded the campus to inspect classes, demanding copies of all assigned reading lists and textbooks for review and Israeli authorization.28

This campaign of harassment and suppression of academic freedom escalated with the Israeli military and Shin Bet arresting and interrogating senior Palestinian faculty and administrators and ousting and deporting the university’s president, Hanna Nasir, to Lebanon in 1974.29 Birzeit University and other institutions of higher education across the OPT have since become sites of continued struggle: the Israeli government has waged persistent campaigns to limit Palestinian education and repress resistance to its military rule, while Palestinian students and faculty have repeatedly defied Israeli military orders and continue to insist on their inalienable rights to education and to academic freedom.30

Israel escalated its repression of Palestinian universities, then, in tandem with Palestinian popular uprisings. When the First Intifada erupted in 1987, Israel immediately targeted universities, labeling them sites of rebellion. Between 1988 and 1992, the Israeli military ordered the closure of Birzeit University, along with all Palestinian institutions of higher education, forcing faculty and students into underground study groups operating entirely off campus.31 The Israeli military surveilled and raided these study groups, terming them “cells of illegal education.”32 Students and faculty were arrested, interrogated, and sentenced to military prison for “public order” offenses for their participation in study groups, or even just for possession of a textbook.33 Nevertheless, Palestinian students and faculty continued to hold classes in defiance of Israeli military orders and kept the university alive. Sustained resistance across the OPT and the Palestinian Academic Freedom Network campaign in the United States that generated Congressional pressure ultimately forced Israel to permit Palestinians to return to their campuses.34

With the outbreak of the Second Intifada in 2000, Israel tightened its control over Palestinian movement and further limited opportunities for students to travel within and outside the OPT to pursue higher education. The Israeli government severed ties between academic institutions in the occupied West Bank and the Gaza Strip, preventing joint research, teaching, and collaboration across Palestinian universities. In the occupied Gaza Strip, the Israeli military issued a blanket travel ban, preventing students from studying at West Bank universities or at institutions abroad.35 In the occupied West Bank, the Israeli military constructed a checkpoint on the main road to Birzeit University to hinder student access to campus, limiting their window for learning and using their commute to class as an opportunity to surveil and interrogate them.36 While Birzeit University was most frequently targeted throughout the Second Intifada, the Israeli military routinely invaded all Palestinian universities to intimidate and arrest both faculty and students.

Israeli military invasions of Palestinian campuses remain routine, including the use of tear gas, rubber bullets, and live ammunition. In 2014, the Israeli military raided the campuses of Birzeit University, the Arab American University in Jenin, and the Palestine Polytechnic University in Hebron, confiscating computers, banners, and student union materials.37 In 2016 and 2017, the Israeli military raided student union offices and other buildings at Birzeit University and Al-Quds University, damaging property and confiscating computers, flags, banners, and political materials.38 Following repeated raids on the Palestine Technical University in Tulkarm, in 2015 the Israeli military formed a temporary base and shooting range for military training on campus.39 Throughout its use of the base, the Israeli military injured at least 138 faculty and students with live ammunition, and the campus became a site of regular student protest met with violent repression by the Israeli military.40 In 2018, the Israeli military regularly stationed soldiers outside the Palestine Technical University campus in the Al-Arroub refugee camp, where they surveilled, interrogated, and injured students.41 The Israeli military raided the Al-Quds University campus in the occupied East Jerusalem neighborhood of Abu Dis every year between 2015 and 2019, confiscating political materials and injuring students.42 At Al-Quds University’s Hind al-Husseini women’s college in Sheikh Jarrah, Israel banned an academic conference in 2018, detaining conference participants and temporarily shutting down the campus as punishment.43

In offensives on the Gaza Strip, the Israeli military has repeatedly targeted Palestinian universities and colleges in aerial and land strikes, killing and injuring students, faculty, and staff. The strikes continually destroy campus infrastructure, which is rebuilt and then again devastated. In the 2008–9 offensive, fourteen of the fifteen institutions of higher education in Gaza were damaged by Israeli military fire, with six of them directly targeted.44 Three colleges and six campus buildings were entirely destroyed.45 In the 2012 bombardment, seven universities were damaged by Israeli airstrikes.46 In the 2014 offensive, Israel targeted Gaza from the land, sea, and air over the course of fifty-one days, destroying or severely damaging over 18,000 homes and vital infrastructure, including 148 schools and eleven higher education facilities of three universities.47 Israeli missiles struck the campus of Al-Quds University in the Gaza Strip, killing twenty-two Palestinian students.48 A missile fired at the campus of the Islamic University in Gaza left its facilities in ruins.49 The University College of Applied Sciences was also targeted by missiles, destroying its administration building, conference hall, computer laboratories, and many classrooms.50 These aerial strikes inflicted millions of dollars of damage on these universities, plunging them into an even deeper financial crisis generated by the Israeli siege.51

On May 11, 2021, with the start of the Unity Intifada, Israel launched an eleven-day aerial offensive on the Gaza Strip. The bombardment killed 252 Palestinians, including 66 children and 5 university students.52 Israeli fire wounded over 1,948 Palestinians and internally displaced over 107,000 during that campaign alone.53 Aerial strikes made over 2,400 homes uninhabitable and damaged over 50,000 units, including the headquarters of major Palestinian, Arab, and International media outlets.54 The targeting of civilian buildings, some of which Israel claimed—without evidence—were headquarters of military activity, was deemed a war crime by Human Rights Watch and B’Tselem, and was condemned by the UN and international civil society organizations.55 Among the damaged buildings were also fifty-eight educational facilities, including those of Al-Aqsa University and the Islamic University in Gaza.56

Samir Mansour watched his printing house and bookshop reduced to rubble as the Israeli military destroyed the Kahil building adjacent to the Islamic University, which also housed several major cultural and educational centers and labs with expensive equipment.57 The bookshop was beloved by the university community and frequented by its students. It housed diverse collections of academic and literary texts, some of which were originally translated by the bookshop. Mansour had carefully collected and printed over 100,000 books across genres, proudly serving his community for decades.58 He described arriving at his bookshop after the bombing:


The scene was frightening, as the building had come to ruins with only a few books covered by thick dust spared from the destruction. Some books could be seen to be strewn across the floor at great distances from the place, as they washed away 40 years’ worth of memories since the founding of a library that served as a beacon and outlet for academics, intellectuals and science students in Gaza.59



During the eleven-day offensive, all seven universities in the Gaza Strip were forced shut. In the wake of the campaign, they faced a long struggle to fully reopen. Israeli forces had bombed the Gaza Strip data center and communications network, disrupting internet service and forcing universities to suspend all online educational activity, which was essential throughout the pandemic. The Palestinian Minister of Communication reported that bringing in the necessary equipment to restore internet service in the Gaza Strip was impeded by Israeli restrictions, which he called “inhumane.”60 University students in the Gaza Strip decried the devastating effects of Israeli strikes. Iman Safi, a student at Al-Aqsa University, described the bombings as “causing a complete paralysis of life,” immediately derailing the academic trajectories of the hundreds of students who were maimed, whose homes were destroyed, and who lost family members in the aerial strikes.61 These students, Safi reported, were “in a state of dispersion, instability and homelessness.”62 Palestinian faculty and students know that the repeated aerial strikes on their universities are not coincidental. As Adnan Abu Amer, a professor at Ummah Open University, explained: “Educational buildings have always been primary targets for the Israeli forces in any attack on the Gaza Strip.”63 With Palestinian education regarded as a threat to Israeli rule, Palestinian universities are defined as military targets.

Bureaucratic Violence and the Isolation of Palestinian Universities

In 2016, ten physics students from Al-Azhar University in the Gaza Strip were accepted to a training program at the Augusta Victoria Hospital in occupied East Jerusalem. Five of the students were denied permits by Israel, and the others were granted only short-term permits to leave the Gaza Strip. None of the students were able to complete the training, which was critical for their education and professional development, since the necessary devices and radiation material are unavailable in the Gaza Strip.64 One of the students described the effect of missing the training after his permit was denied: “I feel I studied for five years for nothing, that my life has stopped.”65 Students and scholars from across the OPT face strict travel restrictions that prevent them from pursuing educational opportunities and training.

Isolating Palestinian universities has long been an Israeli tactic to paralyze them. But the Israeli campaign to stifle Palestinian universities’ academic programs through curtailing their international exchanges is now intensifying.

In the Gaza Strip, longstanding restrictions on the movement of peoples and equipment have become sweeping since the 2007 Israeli military blockade began. Drawing condemnations from international human rights organizations, the blockade has sealed off the Gaza Strip from the world, ending local universities’ academic exchanges with West Bank and international institutions.66 Restrictions on the entry of lecturers and scholars from the West Bank and abroad limit opportunities for universities in the Gaza Strip to collaborate on conferences and research or hire external faculty, exacerbating a shortage of graduate degree programs across disciplines.67 Scholars from the Gaza Strip are prohibited from participating in academic and research activities abroad and are therefore prohibited from staying informed on developments in their field, participating in new research, and expanding their degree programs.68 This is a particularly acute problem in the medical fields and a range of paramedical studies programs that, consequently, are not offered in the Gaza Strip. The Israeli blockade has limited the scope of medical and paramedical academic programs and compromises the medical training offered to Palestinian students, who are also routinely denied permits to complete their training abroad.69

In the occupied West Bank, including East Jerusalem, Israel has found other ways to seal off Palestinian universities. In 2019, the Israeli military raided the home of Ubai Aboudi, director of the Bisan Center for Research and Development in Ramallah.70 The center produces research and policy papers on Palestinian education and democracy and engages in advocacy for the rights to education, academic freedom, and freedom of expression in the OPT. After his arrest, Aboudi was sentenced by an Israeli military court to four months of administrative detention.71

Israel has since officially criminalized the Bisan Center in its entirety. In 2021, Israel designated Bisan, alongside five Palestinian civil society organizations, as “terrorist groups.”72 Despite Israel offering no evidence for this designation, it triggered immediate repercussions for Bisan, precluding Palestinian and international scholars from continued joint engagement and drying up the center’s international funding.73 International human rights groups condemned the designation, and independent investigations, including by the US security state, conclusively determined that Israel had failed to supply evidence to back its claims. Only after these outside interventions was the designation rejected and Bisan’s funding and international exchanges resumed.74

As documented by Palestinian civil society organizations, the Israeli Civil Administration—the Israeli military government of the OPT—has escalated visa refusals and increasingly tightened restrictions on international faculty since at least 2016.75 The Civil Administration refuses to issue visas for the length of the academic year and denies entry to international scholars and to Palestinians with international passports with contracts at Palestinian universities.76 In the absence of transparent Israeli criteria, these international scholars are subjected to arbitrary and varying visa procedures and invasive Israeli “security” vetting.77 They are often compelled to submit legal petitions to the Israeli Civil Administration, and to pay up to tens of thousands of dollars in security deposits to the Israeli state.78

These visa delays and denials continually disrupt Palestinian university programming, creating uncertainty for faculty and students and obstructing international cooperation and institutional development.79 On these grounds, Palestinian human rights and legal advocacy organizations Al-Haq and Adalah petitioned the Israeli minister of the interior, attorney general, and the Israeli Civil Administration on behalf of Birzeit University in 2019. They demanded that Israel lift restrictions on international academics employed by Birzeit University, refrain from imposing future arbitrary restrictions on international academics, and publish clear and lawful procedures for issuing visas and work permits for international academics in the occupied West Bank.80 They contended that the restrictions—meant to isolate the university and diminish the quality of education—constitute a violation of the right to “sovereignty of education” stipulated in Article 43 of The Hague Regulations of 1907.81 In a letter to the Israeli government amplifying this petition, six major American academic associations called on Israel to respect Palestinian academic freedom.82 They implored Israel to respect Palestinian rights guaranteed by international humanitarian and human rights law, as enshrined in Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and Article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (1966).83

Instead, Israel has only since escalated and codified its restrictions. In February 2022, the Israeli Civil Administration announced the “Procedure for Entry and Residence of Foreigners in Judea and Samaria Area,” which expanded Israeli military control over Palestinian universities in the occupied West Bank.84 The directive allowed the Israeli military to select which international faculty, researchers, and students may attend Palestinian universities, including Palestinians with foreign passports, and authorized the Civil Administration to assess their academic qualifications and potential contributions. The directive further required applicants to submit to Israeli interrogation and pay expensive bonds. Crucially, it also limited the annual number of international students at Palestinian universities to 150 and international faculty to 100, while capping the duration of international faculty employment to five nonconsecutive years. Finally, the directive compelled foreign nationals to report to the Israeli Civil Administration if they become romantically involved with a local Palestinian.

Birzeit University immediately protested this directive, calling it a deliberate attempt to “isolate Palestinian universities from the outside world, and to determine the future course of Palestinian higher education,” divesting them of basic control over their academic programming and international exchanges.85 International criticism and diplomatic pressure soon followed. Academic associations and advocacy organizations, including the Middle East Studies Association of North America, the American Anthropological Association, the British Society of Middle Eastern Studies, and Scholars at Risk, among others, condemned this escalated violation of Palestinian academic freedom.86 Human Rights Watch decried this directive as another instance of Israeli failure to meet the requirements of international humanitarian law as the occupying power.87 Even US ambassador to Israel Tom Nides stated that he “aggressively engaged with the Government of Israel on these draft rules,” while the US State Department expressed concern over its “adverse impacts” on Palestinian academic institutions.88 Following this international pressure, Israel amended the directive to remove the caps on international students and faculty permitted at Palestinian universities, as well as the requirement to report on relationships with Palestinians.89

Sustained international attention and pressure, particularly from the US government, have proven to serve as the only effective check on Israeli authority. Even then, the arduous and opaque Israeli military vetting process to access Palestinian universities as foreign passport holders remains codified under the new directive.

Israeli universities have remained silent over the decades as Israeli policies have continued to stifle Palestinian universities. With the sole exception of former Tel Aviv University president Chaim Ben-Shahar, who agreed to meet with Birzeit University President Gabi Baramki in 1979, no Israeli university president or senior administrator has offered to intervene on their behalf. Ben-Shahar initially seemed amenable to Baramki’s request for assistance in importing books and journals but reportedly never followed through and was not heard from again. A later Tel Aviv University president even called, in 1986, for Birzeit to be closed by the Israeli military government.90

Solidarity from Jewish-Israeli faculty and students has also been sparse.91 A marginal group of Jewish-Israeli faculty and students formed the Solidarity Committee with Birzeit University and was active in the 1970s and 1980s. Yet its campus rallies to protest the prolonged closure of Birzeit University were poorly attended, and the group failed to initiate any practical collective action beyond a few petitions and solidarity visits.92 Shortly after it formed, the sole Israeli academic solidarity group disbanded. Describing his experience as a graduate student at Hebrew University during the First Palestinian Intifada, Neve Gordon recounts that the administration and students overwhelmingly considered themselves bystanders, removed from the violence unfolding daily right outside their campus in occupied East Jerusalem. “While the Palestinians fought for their liberation,” Gordon writes, “we continued our classes on Immanuel Kant, John Stuart Mill, and G. E. Moore.”93

It is only the growing traction of the academic boycott and increased international advocacy that has recently moved some Israeli university faculty and administrators to respond to campaigns by Palestinian universities. Following Birzeit University’s legal petition in 2019 and the international amplification it received, thirty-three faculty members at the University of Haifa asked Ron Rubin, the head of the Israeli committee of university presidents, to address Israeli restrictions on international faculty and students at Palestinian universities. In an unequivocal response, the Israeli committee of university presidents announced that the governance of Palestinian universities by the Israeli military, including visa policies, is a “political matter” outside its mandate, and declared that it does not intend to intervene.94

But shortly thereafter, in February 2022—when the Israeli Civil Administration’s new restrictions on Palestinian universities were met with broad coverage and international condemnation—the response from Israeli university presidents was starkly different.95 Now, they moved themselves to act. The presidents of Hebrew University and Tel Aviv University wrote to Israeli Chief of Staff Benny Gantz, arguing that the “procedure violates academic freedom without adequate justification.”96

Even then, however, the letter made clear that their objective was self-preservation. Israeli military restrictions on Palestinian universities were only a matter of concern because they rose to the threshold of international attention. The university presidents reasoned that this procedure “could come back to us like a boomerang” by strengthening the academic boycott and implored Gantz not to provide the BDS movement “with ‘ammunition’ against us.”97 International attention likewise induced many university faculty to speak out for the first time. The Hebrew University Faculty Senate and the Scientific Council of the Weizmann Institute of Science sent a letter to the Civil Administration asking it to amend the procedure. But this request fell far short of the demands of Birzeit University for full Israeli compliance with international law in regard to the Palestinian right to education.98 The Israeli faculty letter merely asked the military government to refrain from intervening in the fields of study and research, and instead limit its intervention to “security considerations,” including the military vetting of international faculty, researchers, and students.99 The prevailing response from Israeli universities, then, has ultimately legitimated and naturalized Israel’s right to restrict and control Palestinian higher education.

There is currently no movement in Israeli universities campaigning to sever ties with the Israeli military and security state for its repeated violations of the inalienable Palestinian right to education and other human rights. Even progressive organizations that work across Israeli campuses—such as the Joint Democratic Initiative or Academia for Equality, comprised of Jewish-Israeli and Palestinian (citizen) faculty and students—overwhelmingly fall short of addressing the demands of Palestinian universities. These activist groups have thus far refused to organizationally endorse Palestinian calls to hold Israeli universities accountable for their complicity in Israel’s violations of international law.100 Even the most progressive of Israeli-led initiatives, as Lana Tatour explains, operates within the framework of Israeli politics, and not within the Palestinian-led movement to end Israeli apartheid.101

Palestinian Resistance and Israeli Universities

Just before dawn on August 28, 2019, the Israeli military raided the family home of Mays Abu Ghosh in the Qalandia refugee camp. An undergraduate journalism student at Birzeit University, Abu Ghosh was handcuffed and blindfolded before being forcibly taken by soldiers to a military facility. There she was interrogated about her membership in the Democratic Progressive Student Pole (DPSP). While in detention, she was forced into painful pressure positions, deprived of sleep, and beaten, while made to hear the screaming of other detainees.102 Abu Ghosh endured interrogations and torture for weeks and was denied access to a lawyer.103 She was repeatedly threatened that she would be released paralyzed or mentally broken, if she would make it home alive at all.104 After eight months of detention, Abu Ghosh was sentenced to sixteen months in Israeli military prison for her student activism.105 Upon her release in November 2020, Abu Ghosh insisted on speaking openly about the brutal treatment she endured at the hands of Israeli Shin Bet and military personnel, and on continuing her studies and advocacy for the Palestinian right to education. “All over the world, participation in student activities is a right,” Abu Ghosh stated in an interview, “but here we were arrested for it and subjected to criminal torture in Israeli jails.”106

Abu Ghosh is one of many in her cohort to have been apprehended by the Israeli military. During the 2019–20 academic year, Israel detained and interrogated at least seventy-four students based on their membership in student groups.107 In March 2019, Israeli soldiers invaded the Birzeit University campus disguised as Palestinians and abducted three students, who were later detained based on their student group association.108 In December 2019, the Israeli military raided the home of Birzeit University student council president Shatha Hassan in the middle of the night.109 Hassan was arrested and imprisoned for five months without charge or trial.110

Since 1967, Israel has declared over 411 Palestinian groups and associations—including all main political parties—unlawful.111 The Israeli military routinely raids university campuses to abduct and arrest students for interrogation and detention, often through infiltration with undercover units disguised as students or journalists.112 Through these arrests, Israel systematically targets Palestinian students based on their campus organizing or affiliation with student groups or political parties.113 Palestinian prisoner support and human rights association Addameer argues that Israel practices political detention through criminalizing “any activities that Palestinian citizens partake in, including peaceful assembly, party affiliations, and any acts of resistance against the Israeli occupation.”114 Political detention is a violation of numerous international conventions, including Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and Articles 19 and 26 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.115

In violation of the UN Convention Against Torture, Israel subjects the majority of Palestinian students to torture and ill-treatment during their detention, including beatings, stress positions for prolonged periods of time, and threats of long detainment that would derail their academic studies.116 Students are often held in administrative detention, by which Palestinians can be indefinitely incarcerated in Israeli military prisons without charge or trial, based on undisclosed evidence.117 Israel’s systematic use of administrative detention, too, has been found by Palestinian human rights organizations and international legal experts to be in violation of international humanitarian law and the Fourth Geneva Convention.118

With total disregard to these international condemnations, the Israeli military has only increased its crackdown on student organizing in recent years, criminalizing additional student groups and arresting their members. In July 2020, the Israeli military arrested Birzeit University undergraduate Ruba Dar Assi in her home in the middle of the night. She was threatened by Israeli security state personnel that her academic career was over, and interrogated about participation in routine activities of the student council and the Democratic Progressive Student Pole (DPSP), including selling snacks and school supplies. She was sentenced to twenty-two months in military prison. In August 2020, Israel officially designated the DPSP as an “unlawful association” and escalated the targeting of its members.119 Birzeit University undergraduate Layan Nasir was another such student. Arrested in her home in July 2021, Nasir was interrogated and detained for nearly two months in Israeli military prison before being released on bail. As of 2023, the trial for her student organizing with DPSP is ongoing, and she is forced to navigate the Israeli military legal system alongside her academic studies.120 Nasir and her fellow student activists recognize Israel’s thinly veiled attempts to criminalize their organizing, as she explains: “My arrest was part of a systematic campaign targeting Birzeit students. The list of charges against Birzeit students includes regular student activities on campus that students around the world organize and participate in, but for Birzeit students it is considered a crime and a “‘security’ offense.”121

In 2021, the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention determined that the arrest of students on the basis of their involvement with DPSP did indeed constitute arbitrary detention.122 Addameer has shown that these practices amount to illegal collective punishment, violating Palestinian students’ rights to education and freedom of association, assembly, and expression.123 Assi and Nasir, as well as dozens of other Palestinian students, have described how detention has derailed their academic studies, causing them to fall behind in their programs, delay their graduation, and interrupt their plans to apply to graduate school.

Yet this repression of Palestinian student organizing continues. In January 2022, Israeli military forces raided a student council meeting at Birzeit University, arresting five student group leaders and targeting and wounding one of them with live ammunition.124 As of the 2022–23 academic year, Israel continues to hold over seventy Palestinian university students in military prisons.125

Israeli universities serve as part of the state apparatus to quell Palestinian student dissent. Defying the Israeli security state comes at a heavy cost in Palestinian universities, but so does challenging it on Israeli campuses. Universities in the OPT have been physically isolated, financially suffocated, raided by the military, and bombarded with heavy fire. In the face of this repression by the Israeli state, not only have Israeli universities continued to willingly collaborate with the Israeli military and security apparatuses, on their own campuses their administrations actively repress Palestinian student mobilization to protest these injustices.

The obstruction of Palestinian student mobilization by Israeli universities has been ongoing for decades, but it became apparent to many when the Unity Intifada broke out in 2021. The mass protest of Palestinian citizens fundamentally challenged Israeli rule, and the Israeli state and its universities worked in tandem to subdue it.

The institutional response of Israeli universities to the historic Palestinian mobilization was clear right from the first student protest at Ben-Gurion University on May 11. As soon as student demonstrators expressed an unapologetic politics of Palestinian struggle against Israeli apartheid and settler colonialism, they were violently suppressed. Shortly after they gathered, Palestinian students were surrounded by an angry crowd of Jewish-Israeli university students and local Beersheba residents, who formed a counterdemonstration. They vigorously waved Israeli flags and repeatedly shouted “Death to the Arabs!” and “Your village will burn!,” as well as other racial slurs. Verbal threats turned physical, as counterdemonstrators drew knives and batons and menacingly displayed the guns they were carrying, with some even pelting Palestinian protestors with rocks. Fearing for their safety, Palestinian student organizers hurriedly directed protestors to seek refuge in a dorm building. But campus security guards at first refused them entry. Ultimately, the security personnel let dozens of Palestinian students in. But they then kept students contained and barricaded in the building for over five hours, claiming it was for their own safety.

Outside the dorm entrance, police forces seized Palestinian students, piling on them, holding them down, and beating them. Many officers hid their names tags and wore full face masks so they could not be identified. One officer threw a stun grenade into the crowd of students. The officers in uniform were joined by undercover security personnel and campus security, who seized Palestinian students and forcefully dragged them into police vehicles. One Palestinian student was arrested by campus security and police officers—all without name tags—who cursed him with racial slurs as they beat and arrested him. They did not explain the cause for his arrest, and they prevented students from documenting the events or speaking to him as they took him away. Even while being arrested, Palestinian students were beaten by Jewish-Israeli counterprotestors, one of them while he was pinned down by Israeli police. He sustained a head injury and was hospitalized overnight.

In the wake of the protest, Palestinian students left the dorms in droves. They returned home on rented buses coordinated by student organizers and their local councils. Weeks later, many reported being too afraid to return to Beersheba. At meetings organized by Palestinian students and a number of faculty members, which hundreds of students attended, Palestinian students said they did not feel safe to stay in their dorm rooms and could not trust their university.126

As students were beaten, detained, and fled its campus, the Ben-Gurion University administration issued a statement refusing to take any responsibility for the events.127 The administration claimed that the violence was instigated by “unknown parties” and not members of the university community, and that the police did not act in coordination with campus security. Despite comprehensive footage and student testimony to the contrary, the university denied that its own Jewish-Israeli students and campus security took any part in the violence inflicted on Palestinian students. The university statement instead asked all students to “behave responsibly, with mutual respect and to maintain social cohesion.”128 Civility was all the administration called for, even amid a swell of racial violence directed at its own Palestinian students on its campus.

The events at Ben-Gurion University proved just the beginning. Within days, Palestinian citizens who mobilized in the Unity Intifada met the full force of the Israeli state and Jewish-Israeli mobs. Emboldened by state representatives from the far right, Jewish supremacists took up arms and took to the streets to enact vigilante repression. Across major cities in Israel, Palestinian communities came under attack.129 In Ramle, Lydd, and Acre, Palestinians were assaulted and their stores vandalized and set on fire.130 In Haifa, groups of men went door to door, beating Palestinians and attempting to break into their homes.131 In Bat-Yam, an angry crowd descended on a Palestinian passerby and lynched him, critically injuring and nearly killing him.132 Attacks turned fatal in Lydd, when a Jewish-Israeli shot and killed Musa Hasuna, a Palestinian citizen living in the city.133 Augmenting this mob violence, Israel launched “Operation Law and Order” with the declared aim to “restore deterrence and strengthen governance.”134 Thousands of police and border patrol officers armed with military gear raided Palestinian communities. They beat protestors and arrested 531 Palestinians within days and nearly 2,000 over three weeks.135 Palestinian civil rights organization Adalah declared the operation’s mass and arbitrary arrests as illegal collective punishment of Palestinian citizens, and Amnesty International condemned Israel’s discriminatory arrest, torture, and unlawful use of force.136 Among those targeted by state and state-backed violence were Palestinian university student protestors.

Amid the surge of attacks by Jewish-Israeli mobs, campus security, and Israeli police, Palestinian students across campuses barricaded themselves in the dormitories. But the dorms offered no refuge. Palestinians who displayed signs in support of the uprising on their room doors got marked with red paint or had racial slurs and threats of violence tacked on instead. Online forums and group chats of dorm residents were soon filled with threats toward Palestinian students, often addressing them by name. Some Jewish-Israeli students threateningly exposed their weapons in dorm hallways as Palestinian peers passed by them. Palestinian students feared wearing their hijab or speaking in Arabic, since they had heard of peers verbally harassed and physically assaulted. They created chat groups to coordinate accompanying each other when walking across campus and back to their dorms.

Within a week, Israeli campuses were nearly emptied of their Palestinian students. Amid mob violence against Palestinians on public transportation and on the streets, students collectively organized to leave.137 Student activists rented buses and shared transportation to bring Palestinians students home, mostly to their cities and towns in the Galilee. Students evacuated their campuses in a sense of fear and urgency, unsure of how they would complete their exams, scheduled to begin shortly thereafter, or if their university would offer them any protection or space to express their identities and politics. Fadi, an undergraduate student organizer at Tel Aviv University, explained it thus in an interview: “There is a terrible fear. We are still processing everything we are going through. Our dorm rooms were one of the few places we felt protected on campus and in this city, but now we understand we have to protect ourselves on our own. We entered the university with a feeling of alienation and this feeling still accompanies us every day … But now with these attacks we are supposed to be silent and normalize this reality. How can we do this?”

The campus violence followed Palestinian students home. During the summer weeks, Jewish-Israeli students used course websites and online student forums with wide campus readership to express racial hatred, often addressing or threatening Palestinian classmates directly. “You are all terrorists,” “We will come for you,” “You will die,” “Death to all Arabs!” were common threats posted online, which received amplification by hundreds of students. Some teaching assistants joined in, with several explicitly calling for violence against Palestinians. “Go study at Birzeit,” and “You should be grateful that you’re even allowed to be at the university” were also comments that recurred online.138

Palestinian students witnessed this implosion of racial hatred in their universities’ virtual spaces, directly communicating to them that they can never belong. These comments posted across campuses betray the sense of ownership that Jewish-Israeli students have over the universities, which they understand to be designed exclusively to serve them.

Incensed at the displays of Palestinian resistance and protest on campus, Jewish-Israeli students sought to remind Palestinians that their presence at Israeli institutions depended on their political allegiance to the state and, thus, is not guaranteed. The intended effect was sometimes achieved. Samir, a Palestinian undergraduate from the Galilee, was one of many who evacuated his campus in fear, following the violent arrests of his classmates and the threats his student group received online. In an interview, he described the summer weeks that followed as an experience of total alienation: “I don’t feel like I belong in Ben-Gurion or in Beersheba anymore, and I don’t want to go back.” Samir had already lost critical weeks of the spring semester and was not certain he would ever return.

In the face of physical and verbal attacks by Jewish-Israeli students and mass exodus of Palestinians from their campuses, university administrations were slow—and reluctant—to respond. Footage of violent assaults and screenshots of verbal harassment were provided by Palestinian student activists, yet administrations did not act immediately to ensure the safety of their students.139 Throughout the violent summer of 2021, rather than defending the safety and freedoms of their community members, Israeli universities worked alongside the Israeli state to repress Palestinian students.

To many Palestinian faculty and students, this escalated aggression on their campuses was unprecedented. And they believe it profoundly destabilized their already precarious position in Israeli higher education. Riham, a graduate student and seasoned organizer at Tel Aviv University, explained in an interview, “The mask has come off. We learned that we ultimately can’t count on most of the Israeli academic institutions and students for support.” Palestinian students across campuses described the summer of 2021 as a moment of further disillusionment with their institutions, but also as a transformative opportunity for the rearticulation of their politics. As Bushra, a Palestinian student at Ben-Gurion University put it in an interview, “there is a before and an after the summer of 2021. We are a new generation of Palestinian students with a different understanding of our place at the university. We know we have to advocate for ourselves because no one else will protect us. But the Palestinian people have been resisting for generations, and we will not back down.”

The Unity Intifada that broke out in 2021 revealed in full force the interconnected repression of Palestinian students across both Palestinian and Israeli universities. In all the territories that it controls, Israel has targeted Palestinian higher education as a site of politicization and resistance to its settler-colonial rule. Palestinians armed with an education and unapologetically challenging the apartheid regime are regarded by Israel as a threat. Palestinian students are therefore subdued with disciplinary hearings, interrogations, and arrests on Israeli campuses, and with abductions, torture, military detention, and even killing on Palestinian campuses.

Israeli universities are critical pillars of this regime. They not only conduct research, train, and collaborate with the Israeli security forces that maintain the military occupation over Palestinian students and scholars. They also work in lockstep with the Israeli government to stifle Palestinian students mobilizing on their own campuses.

Ultimately, Israeli universities have played a direct role in the Israeli state repression of the Palestinian student movements for liberation—and in its denial of academic freedom to Palestinians—for over seventy-five years. A reckoning with this complicity is overdue.




Epilogue


“No one can speak up all the time on all the issues. But, I believe, there is a special duty to address the constituted and authorized powers of one’s own society, which are accountable to its citizenry, particularly when those powers are exercised in a manifestly disproportionate and immoral war, or in a deliberate program of discrimination, repression, and collective cruelty.” —Edward Said1



The Palestinian call for the institutional academic boycott of Israel builds on long-standing global movements by Indigenous peoples. These movements seek to decolonize the universities of the settler states that govern them and to hold universities accountable for their role in perpetuating violence against Indigenous peoples and in seizing their land.2

Institutions of higher education have indeed played a critical role in the expropriation of Indigenous lands and the expansion of colonial settlements, particularly in Anglo-dominant settler societies established under the aegis of the British Empire. From the United States and Canada to Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa, Anglo settler states developed their institutions of higher education through appropriating unceded Indigenous territory. Facilitated by the British Empire, over 15 million acres of Indigenous lands across three continents were transferred to settler universities.3 These settler states used the lands to either build or finance their institutions of higher education, which became known as land-grant universities, termed “land-grab universities” by Indigenous peoples.4

In the United States, the Morrill Land-Grant College Act of 1862 facilitated the violent expropriation of Indigenous lands to American universities and colleges. Eastern, Southern, and some Midwestern states received funding from the sale of appropriated Indigenous lands granted by the government; Western states, meanwhile, built their universities directly upon tribal lands.5 The lands were seized through violence-backed cessions, sometimes in the wake of massacres of tribal members: 245 Indigenous tribes lost 10.7 million acres of their lands to facilitate the expansion of US higher education, worth nearly USD 500 million.6 Africans captured and enslaved in the Americas were used to further accumulate wealth by colonial universities, which were often themselves built with enslaved peoples’ labor or funded by the slave trade.7

Canadian universities, too, were built through the seizure of Indigenous territory. From Ontario through Manitoba to British Columbia, land-grants by the British Crown and later by provincial Canadian governments transferred over 450,000 acres of dispossessed Indigenous lands to establish Canada’s major universities.8 In New Zealand, Maori land confiscation and government land-granting served as the basis for the development of nearly all the state’s colonial universities, while Aboriginal lands in Australia were directly expropriated to build a number of settler universities.9

In South Africa, the 1913 and 1936 Land Acts legislated land alienation and dispossessed Black South Africans. These acts laid the groundwork for the establishment of strategically placed, historically white universities in South Africa. These, in turn, sustained white settlement and facilitated the segregation of higher education and the formation of historically Black institutions.10 As part of the South African government’s suppression of mobilization for Black liberation, the state developed historically Black universities to establish new structures of administrative control and the Bantustan system. The segregated university system, from its campus infrastructure to its academic training programs, was designed to enforce apartheid.11 As Pedro Mzileni and Nomalanga Mkhize argue, South African universities were deliberately “set into ‘the land,’ as immovable and concrete physical infrastructures,” their locations and spatial positioning making their transformation in the post-apartheid era all the more challenging.12

Across these settler states, the project of Indigenous land expropriation and colonial settlement fueled the expansion of higher education. Founded on lands seized from Indigenous peoples, universities have, in turn, served as settlement strongholds amid Indigenous communities the state sought to contain and eliminate.13 Holding universities accountable for their imbrication with colonialism, Indigenous scholars and student activists argue, must begin with addressing the very lands upon which they were founded and the ways in which they themselves serve as infrastructure of Indigenous dispossession and violent oppression.14

Built on indigenous Palestinian land and designed as vehicles of Jewish settlement expansion and Palestinian dispossession, Israeli institutions of higher education were founded in the tradition of land-grab universities. Like other settler institutions, Israeli universities were established to uphold the colonial infrastructure of the Israeli state. Where they stand apart, however, is in their explicit and ongoing role in sustaining a regime now overwhelmingly recognized by the international community as apartheid. Israeli universities continue not only to actively participate in the violence of the Israeli state against Palestinians but also to contribute their resources, research, and scholarship to maintain, defend, and justify this oppression.

It need not be this way. Indeed, it can and should be otherwise. The Palestinian Campaign for the Cultural and Academic Boycott of Israel (PACBI) has offered guidelines for the boycott. Read correctly, these offer Israeli universities a road map for a way forward and extend an invitation to Israeli academics to address their institutions’ complicity.

Israeli universities could stop denying that their campuses stand on expropriated Palestinians lands and cease to serve as engines of “Judaization,” colonization, and Palestinian dispossession in their regions.

Academic disciplines could end research programs that lend expertise to sustain Israel’s systematic violations of international law, in the service of the Israeli military government of the Occupied Palestinian Territory. Departments could close their military, police, and Shin Bet degree programs that offer academic training to hone the work of illegal detention, investigation, and torture of Palestinians. Laboratories could sever their ties with Israeli military industries and no longer direct their resources and research toward designing technologies and weapons that are field-tested on occupied Palestinians and exported worldwide.

Israeli universities could cease to serve as the scaffolding to repress the Palestinian movement for liberation and transform themselves into the infrastructure that anchors free academic exploration and debate for all its students. Administrations could offer institutional support for and allocate resources toward critical research on the structural racialized violence of the Israeli state and the study of Palestinian experiences of dispossession and oppression. Presidents and deans could work with Palestinian faculty and students to rebuild their institutions as democratic centers founded on equality and operating in service of all people. Jewish-Israeli faculty could honor and support the courageous Palestinian students mobilizing for their inalienable human rights.

Israeli universities have yet to embark on this path on their own. The movement for the academic boycott calls on the international academic community to guide Israeli universities to take the first, most difficult, steps toward decolonization.

The Palestinian BDS movement carries forward the vision and tactics from the struggle against apartheid in South Africa and the Civil Rights movement in the United States. It is joining in common struggle and building alliances with activists working toward justice across the world. The Palestinian campaign for the academic boycott is part of a global movement, led by Indigenous scholars and students, that challenges the terms of the colonial university. They are calling to fundamentally reimagine the university: the relationship to the land on which it stands, the knowledge it produces, and the pedagogy it practices.

Israeli academics and students need not be confined to their status as settlers or occupy the position of those in the way of change. They can challenge the institutional complicity of their universities in Israeli settler colonialism and apartheid and join the movement to remake higher education for liberation. For, as PACBI teaches us, there is no academic freedom until it applies to all.




Afterword
Robin D. G. Kelley


“It can never be business as usual. Israeli Universities are an intimate part of the Israeli regime, by active choice.” —Archbishop Desmond Tutu



I read Towers of Ivory and Steel just as the right-wing attack on education in the US had reached a fever pitch. The US Supreme Court ruled that colleges and universities can no longer consider race as a factor in the admissions process. At least forty-two states have passed laws prohibiting or limiting the teaching of race, racism, gender, or anything considered “divisive.” Diversity, equity, and inclusion programs are being demolished and their administrators are not only subject to dismissal but death threats. Conservative activists in the guise of parent advocacy are banning books from schools and libraries. Florida governor and presidential candidate Ron DeSantis used the power of his office to take over the state’s progressive public liberal arts institution, New College, in order to turn it into a conservative Christian college. In the name of purging the school of “ideology,” DeSantis appointed handpicked allies to the board of trustees, who immediately installed Republican politician Richard Corcoran as president, eliminated all vestiges of diversity, equity, and inclusion, and pressed faculty to align with the school’s new orientation. Within six months of the takeover, one-third of the faculty had been either dismissed, denied tenure, or pushed to leave on their own.1

Meanwhile, as outraged liberals remonstrate over the demise of academic freedom, Fatima Mousa Mohammed faced death threats for criticizing Israel in her commencement address to fellow graduates of the City University of New York (CUNY) School of Law. The Yemeni-born Mohammed condemned the illegal occupation, settlement building, and violent raids and described Israel as an apartheid state. Despite unwavering support from CUNY’s faculty and student groups, including the Jewish Law Students Association, she has been roundly attacked as an antisemitic zealot who should be banned from practicing law. Democrats and Republicans have proposed cutting funding to CUNY, and one Republican congressman introduced the “Stop Anti-Semitism on College Campuses Act,” which would defund institutions permitting organizations or events to criticize Israel or Zionism.2 Even the left-leaning Nation magazine, a leading voice against the right-wing war on academic freedom, ran an especially vitriolic article accusing Mohammed of anti-Semitism.3 Like clockwork, the loudest liberal defenders of academic freedom usually fall silent when it comes to critiques of Israel. This is not surprising. The “Palestine exception” still holds, even when Israel proves its critics right. In the weeks following Mohammed’s commencement address, the editorial board of Ha’aretz labeled Benjamin Netanyahu and his cabinet “fascist.” Its forewarning of Israel’s march toward fascism was confirmed when the Knesset voted to weaken the power of the Supreme Court. Settlement building and settler violence escalated. Israeli military incursions in the West Bank, most spectacularly in Jenin, took the lives of more than 130 Palestinians, displaced thousands, and forced some 250 Palestinian students from West Bank universities. In the wake of such slaughter, President Joe Biden hosted Israel’s president Isaac Herzog at the White House to “reaffirm the iron-clad commitment of the United States to Israel’s security.”4

As Maya Wind’s remarkable and timely book demonstrates, this iron-clad commitment extends to higher education, effectively bludgeoning academic freedom in both countries in the name of security. She painstakingly details the innumerable ways in which Israeli universities participated in the dispossession of Palestinians, the illegal occupation, and the creation of an apartheid state and its maintenance through military, carceral, juridical, architectural, demographic, medical, and educational means. She lays out the horrendous consequences for Palestinian students and faculty, both in the occupied territories and inside the ’48 borders, as well as the costs of challenging the status quo—whether it be university policies, official narratives, state laws, Israel’s violation of international law, or Zionism itself. For Palestinians the price is exorbitant, ranging from censure and expulsion to beatings, detention, torture, even death. Israeli intellectuals willing to stand up for academic freedom, expose the country’s history of settler colonial violence, and resist apartheid are often disciplined by their university administration, harassed by right-wing groups such as Im Tirtzu, or forced into exile.5 Or they are ignored, which is what happened in 2008 when several Israeli scholars at Tel Aviv University issued a petition calling on the government to rescind laws restricting “freedom of movement, study and instruction” for students and lecturers so they can access campuses in the West Bank and Israel without risking the withdrawal of residence visas. The petition only garnered a little over 400 signatures out of more than 8,500 faculty and lecturers (less than 5 percent).6

The vast majority of Israeli faculty members, Wind argues, either defend the status quo, are indifferent, or choose to stay silent, while many of their colleagues willingly and actively participate in projects designed to maintain the oppressive status quo. Armed with overwhelming evidence of academia’s complicity with the apartheid state, she presents a compelling case for the academic boycott of Israel. To critics who argue that an academic boycott hurts progressive Israeli scholars and deters others from opposing the regime, Wind not only reminds readers that the boycott applies to institutions and not individual faculty members participating in events or projects outside of official Israeli channels; she also records the long, unbroken history of university administrations actively sustaining and backing state repression and arresting the very intellectual freedoms to which all scholars believe they are entitled.

Where was the resistance? Why are Israeli faculty reluctant to fight for change within their own institutions, to challenge the decades-long complicity of their universities in Israeli settler colonialism and apart-heid? How do we explain the absence of Jewish-Israeli student protest? By 1968, universities around the world had become epicenters of rebellion. Just look at Prague, Paris, Mexico City, London, Rome, Madrid, West Berlin, Tokyo, Jamaica, Johannesburg and Cape Town, Montreal, and yes, all across the United States. Palestinian students were certainly in revolt, challenged of course by Israel’s 1967 military occupation. In the US, a mass student movement arose to resist the military draft, oppose US imperial wars in Southeast Asia and Southern Africa, demand an end to the cozy relationship between universities and the corporate-military complex, imagine new forms of democracy both within the academy and beyond, and open the vaunted doors of academia to the people who had been excluded. Some student activists denounced Israel’s occupation of the Palestinian West Bank (including East Jerusalem), Gaza, and the Syrian Golan Heights, comparing the 1967 invasion with other colonial wars. Israeli students, for the most part, celebrated the nation’s latest conquest and swelled with nationalist pride. The state spent the next decade further entrenching its apartheid system of education.

Palestinian campuses have been anything but silent. They are the real epicenter of the long and protracted struggle for freedom, not just the academic variety. Wind’s vivid descriptions of the state of college campuses under occupation and the persistence of student militancy in the face of Israeli military violence remind us that the point of the boycott is not simply to protect scholars’ rights to free speech, free association, critical inquiry, and mobility; rather, the point is to end the occupation, dismantle the apartheid system, respect the UN-stipulated rights of Palestinian refugees, extend civil rights to all, and end military detentions, the frequent invasions and surveillance of Palestinian institutions, and the deliberate disruption of learning. Her observation that the repression of Palestinian students has become normalized confirmed my own experience during my second trip to the West Bank in March of 2018. I was part of a delegation organized by Professor Rabab Abdulhadi that held symposia on the theme of “teaching Palestine and the indivisibility of justice” at Birzeit University in Ramallah and An-Najah National University in Nablus. We arrived in Ramallah just days after Israeli armed forces had detained Omar Kiswani, president of the student council at Birzeit University. The question of Kiswani’s freedom weighed heavily on the proceedings. At An-Najah National University we learned that a twenty-one-year-old student activist and journalist named Ola Marshoud had just been placed in the Hawara detention center without charge. On March 21, one day before our symposium, Israeli forces raided her house in the Balata refugee camp in Nablus, searched for her phone, and questioned members of her family. Four months later, a military court convicted and sentenced her to seven months in prison on undisclosed charges.7

Israeli apartheid could not exist without the massive financial support, political legitimacy, and legal protection the US provides. The annual $3.8 billion in military funding (Israel is the largest overall recipient of US military aid in history) helps finance ongoing state violence, oppression, and inequity without an iota of accountability. And every US administration, Republican and Democratic alike, has worked overtime to shield Israel from international law and UN condemnation. Israeli colleges and universities, in particular, have enjoyed unwavering support from US college presidents and high-profile administrators.8 These same leaders oversee institutions that have suppressed Palestine advocacy on their campuses, decertified chapters of Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP), condemned legitimate criticisms of Israeli policies as anti-Semitic, fired or refused to hire faculty for criticizing Israel, and overturned BDS resolutions that had overwhelming student support. Although support for BDS has grown among college students and academic organizations, especially since 2014, the rather feeble defense of Fatima Mohammed points to another problem: liberal silence.

Israeli apartheid could not exist without liberal silence. This, I believe, is Wind’s most astute observation, one that sits at the very core of Ivory and Steel. The silence, indifference, or cowardice of liberals facilitates occupation and enables the subjugation of Palestinian and anti-Zionist Jewish intellectuals. Liberal silence, not just the Zionist lobby, explains why thirty-five states in the US have passed laws, condemned by the ACLU as undemocratic if not McCarthyite, demonizing BDS or criticism of Israel and advocacy for Palestine as anti-Semitic and conditioning any contract with the state on commitment to rejecting BDS.9 And the silence of liberals has hastened the deteriorating intellectual and political climate. The assault on democracy in Israel and the US was neither sudden nor surprising. Both are settler colonial states founded on ethnonationalism, racial hierarchy, and the subjugation and dispossession of Indigenous people. But if democracy in the US has always been fragile and incomplete, Israel’s democracy has always coexisted with what leading Israeli human rights organization B’Tselem has called apartheid, a “regime of Jewish supremacy from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea”—a democracy for some, and military rule and systematic subjugation for others. A democracy that subjects a segment of the population to dictatorial rule is always flawed, partial, and susceptible to authoritarianism. The concentration of executive power; the weakening (or weaponizing) of a judiciary; the stripping of the right to bodily autonomy, reproductive rights, and gender identity; voter suppression; and the like should not surprise anyone. It is a classic case of the chickens coming home to roost.

Once again, Florida provides a textbook case for how the unraveling of democracy in both Israel and the US are mutually reinforcing. Predictably, the leading adversary of so-called “woke” education, Governor Ron DeSantis, is a staunch opponent of BDS. In an address sponsored by Christians United for Israel (CUFI), DeSantis boasted of his efforts to defund the UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), which he called anti-Semitic and accused of “fomenting terrorism.” He also echoes the Zionist view that the West Bank is not “occupied territory” but “disputed territory,” adding, “I don’t care what the State Department says,” let alone what international law says.10 As governor he built close ties with Israeli universities, notably Ariel University, which is illegally located in the West Bank near Nablus. In 2019, Ariel and Florida Atlantic University signed a memorandum of understanding committing to joint research projects and campus exchanges.11

DeSantis, like so many right-wing extremists, regards Israel as a model for the kind of authoritarian power they hope to wield. Indeed, DeSantis’s so-called “war on woke” and draconian curricula reforms arguably found inspiration in the Knesset’s 2011 law prohibiting the teaching the Nakba or mentioning it in school textbooks. The minister of finance can reduce government funding to any institution (including schools and universities, civic organizations, and local governments) that violates the law. Similarly, Florida’s Stop W.O.K.E. Act banned the teaching of Nikole Hannah-Jones’s The 1619 Project published by the New York Times. Conservatives nationwide considered it an affront because it challenged the founding myth that America was born out of a war for liberty rather than a colonial economy based on racial slavery, plantation production, and the buying, selling, mortgaging, and insuring of human beings. Several Republican-dominated state legislatures voted to cut funding to schools that use materials or concepts from The 1619 Project, and Florida went further by imposing a blanket ban on material from the project in any educational curriculum.12 The Florida Department of Education imposed an alternative interpretation of chattel slavery. Under the state’s latest social studies guidelines, slavery taught Black people valuable skills which “could be applied for their personal benefit.”13 Finally, it is ironic, though consistent with Republican extremists, that DeSantis’s “war on woke” led some schools to ban books on the Holocaust, a graphic novel version of Anne Frank’s diary, a Purim book about a Jewish family, and anything on Jewish culture that smacks of diversity or critical race theory.14

In our struggle to rebuild democracy and contest the rise of authoritarianism, Towers of Ivory and Steel is an invaluable weapon in our arsenal. Wind cautions us that universities are not necessarily bastions of democracy, equity, or inclusion. They are, however, sites of power. Thus, what appears to be a fight to secure intellectual freedom within the academy is fundamentally a struggle for power. The truth is, there will never be genuine academic freedom in the region without a free Palestine, and there cannot be a free Palestine so long as universities are under occupation or remain bastions of Zionism and settler colonialism. And as long as the majority of Israeli intellectuals remain silent or fail to grasp that their own freedom is bound up with the freedom of Palestine, we will continue to boycott Israeli institutions. Silence = Complicity.
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