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STANDING IN THE FACE OF INTIMIDATION BY RACHEL AVRAHAM

On April 14 and 15, 2010, I published two exposes on Ben-Gurion University’s Dr.
Oren Yiftachel. The class is entitled “Selected Topics in the Geography of the Middle
East.” One of the exposes showed how one of the readings that Oren Yiftachel assigned
was factually inaccurate and how Yiftachel failed to offer a counter perspective to that
reading. The second one was based off of the notes from the second class, which was
taught by Yiftachel’s assistant, Dr. Nir Cohen. I had every intention of continuing to
expose the inaccuracies and biases that are being taught in this class, for I believe that as
a pro-Israel advocate, it was the right thing to do. Israeli citizens needed to become aware
of what was going on in that classroom. However, the system at BGU was not going to

sit by silently and allow me to exercise my freedom of speech by raising awareness about
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anti-Israel indoctrination in Yiftachel's class.

On April 16, 2010, I received the following e-mail from the head of my department,
Dr. Avi Rubin.

Rachel,

Y our defamatory web postings re Professor Yiftachel and Dr Cohen’s class have been
brought to my attention. I wish to meet with you and discuss the possible ramifications of
this. As next week I will be away, please come to meet me in my office on Monday, April
26th at 2:30. If you happen to have a class at that time, please tell your professor that you

need to leave class for 20 minutes, on my request.

Please confirm, Avi

I was very shocked to receive an e-mail like this. Prior to this e-mail, I had a very
good relationship with Dr. Rubin. I remember taking Ottoman State and Society with
him when I did my study abroad for one year at Ben-Gurion University when I was an
undergraduate. As a professor, he was very balanced. Even on controversial events in
Ottoman history such as whether or not what happened to the Armenians constituted
genocide, Dr. Rubin taught both sides. I remember that we all used to call him the Sultan,
as a joke, since he was a specialist on the Ottoman Empire. When I applied for graduate
school, he wrote letters of recommendation for me and played a major role in influencing
me to study at Ben-Gurion University. I liked him so much as a professor that I even sent
him an invitation to my wedding.Thus, as a result of this long history of previous good
relations, it came as a shock for me to receive an e-mail such as this. How could someone
whom I had been on such good terms with send me an e-mail like this one? While it is true
that in one previous conversation where I complained about the way that Dr. Yiftachel
was teaching, Dr. Rubin reiterated that he could not do any thing about Dr. Yiftachel’s
teaching methods because of the academic freedom that existed in Israel, but it is also true
that he stated that he would side with me if T was graded down for disagreeing with him
or if Dr. Yiftachel was rude to me in class. Thus, I was not expecting to receive an e-mail
like this, especially from Dr. Rubin. Nevertheless, I listened to the advice that I received

and did not respond to this e-mail.

In the meantime, I started to communicate with Dr. Israel David, a pro-Israel professor
at Ben-Gurion University, as well as Dana Barnett and other members of Israel Academia

Monitor on the best way to respond to this e-mail. After a series of discussions that took
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place during my six day Yom Ha-Atzmot vacation, we came to the conclusion that since
I was at risk for being punished for doing nothing but expressing my ideological beliefs,
it was best that I get an attorney before proceeding with this case. So, on April 22, 2010, I
went to Tel Aviv to meet with Dr. Haim Misgav, who has experience dealing with a series
of cases regarding anti-Israel professors. He agreed to represent me and to send a letter to
Dr. Rubin in response to his e-mail that he sent me. As a response to these proceedings, I
took his advice and did not respond to an e-mail that Dr. Rubin sent me that day, asking

for a quick response regarding our meeting.

So, I went about my business. I spent a day going to Hebron with my class and then
relaxed on Shabbat, and told myself that my attorney would take care of every thing.
Then, on April 25, 2010, I woke up to a phone call from Rozalin, the secretary for the
MAPMES office. She asked about the meeting with Dr. Rubin and I responded that I was
not speaking to him without my attorney present. Then, Dr. Rubin called me himself.
He asked why I had not responded to him, and I explained to him what happened. On
the phone, Dr. Rubin denied that he wanted to punish me. He claimed that my exposes
were making things difficult for Dr. Yiftachel and that he merely wanted to discuss this
with me. He claimed that Israel Academia Monitor did not have my best interest at heart,
and that as the head of my program, he had my best interest at heart. Dr. Rubin insisted
that he just wanted to reach some sort of compromise between Dr. Yiftachel and myself,
without outside parties getting involved. He also claimed that Dr. Misgav was giving me
bad legal advice and that he represented the interests of Israel Academia Monitor, and not
me as a student. I started to think about what he was saying. Given my long history with
Dr. Rubin, I really wanted to believe that he was working for my best interests and just
wanted to come up with a resolution that would work well for every one involved. After
doing some talking with classmates, friends, my husband, my boss, and my attorney, I
was prepared to meet with him alone and give him a chance to work things out in a quieter
manner. Of course, under no conditions would I agree to stop the exposes unless Dr.
Yiftachel changed his teaching methods to include other perspectives, but I was willing
to tone down the attacks a notch and to give Dr. Yiftachel the chance to respond to my
accusations on the Israel Academia Monitor website. For a second, it seemed like every
thing was going to get resolved, especially considering the fact that it appeared that Dr.

Rubin did not want to silence my exposes, just change their tone a bit.

However, what appeared like a good resolution instantly failed the second that Dr.
Rubin responded to the letter that was sent to Dr. Rubin from my attorney. As an oleh
chadasha, my Hebrew was not good enough to read my attorney’s letter. However, my
husband, who is a sabra, did translate what Dr. Rubin wrote to Dr. Misgav and it did not

look good, for in this letter, Dr. Rubin accused me of lying about what happened in the
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class based off of no evidence other than a statement from Dr. Yiftachel that this is the
case. What Dr. Rubin failed to grasp was that unless Dr, Yiftachel could provide one
example where something that I stated was not accurate and could prove that he stated
something else, his accusation merely has no merit. For both of my exposes, I relied on
a class reading and my notes. I did not pervert my own notes just to make Dr. Yiftachel
look bad. In fact, had Dr. Cohen given other perspectives on the Jewish Diaspora other
than the post-Zionist perspective, I would have had no need to send in that expose to
Israel Academia Monitor. But unfortunately, he only gave one perspective and one
perspective only, so that is why I had to do what I did. As it stands right now, thanks to
this false accusation that I lied about what happened in the class, my meeting with Dr.
Rubin is postponed until Dr. Israel David returns from Europe and can accompany to the
meeting, along with a member of BGU’s Board of Governors that supports me against Dr.
Yiftachel and possibly my attorney. I obviously can’t be alone in the same room with Dr.
Rubin when he has clearly shown that he does not want to be an impartial mediator as he
claimed, but wants to take Dr. Yiftachel’s side without even hearing what I have to state.

In response to this action, I sent the following letter to Dr. Rubin:

Dr. Rubin,

I am afraid that I cannot meet with you without an advocate if you believe that I am
lying about the contents being taught in the class. I am sorry, but Dr. Yiftachel is the one
who is lying when he said that what I wrote is not a reflection of what happened in the
class. The first expose was taken directly from a reading that he assigned and the second
one was taken directly from my notes for that class. You have known me for three years
now. Do you honestly believe that I would lie about something like that? Also, attached is
the reading that Dr. Yiftachel assigned, which you are welcome to read and thus see how
the first expose is contained of quotes taken directly from the text. It is a pity that you have
chosen to blindly believe Dr. Yiftachel before even hearing what I have to say. Until you
sent out a letter to Dr. Carmi and others stating that I was lying, I was prepared to meet
you alone on Tuesday. Now I guess we have no choice but to postpone the meeting until
I have an advocate present.

Rachel Avraham

Initially, he did not reply to this e-mail. However, after sending this letter and talking
to some of my friends, I wanted to give Dr. Rubin one more chance to reserve his judgment
regarding what happened in the classroom until after hearing what I had to say. I did not
think that I was asking for very much. I just wanted a fair hearing and that was all. Given
that Dr. Rubin is the head of our department and I had good terms with him prior to this
incident, I did not want to completely destroy my working relationship with him. So I sent

the following to Dr. Rubin:
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Dr. Rubin,

I am still waiting for a reply to my last e-mail. I dropped by your office in my break
and wanted to speak with you up front before I met with you, but you were not there. Any
ways, I wanted a clarification on what you sent to my attorney. Did you read the article
that I sent, which showed without a doubt that the quotes from my first expose were taken
directly from that article that Yiftachel assigned? Are you willing to change your position
and remain neutral on what goes on in the class until you hear what I have to say? If you
are willing to do these two things, I might be willing to give you a second chance. If not,

we will need to reschedule the meeting. [ am waiting for a reply.
Rachel Avraham

Dr. Rubin did not reply to the second e-mail. However, after I sent the second e-mail,

he replied to the first one. His response was as follows:

Very well. Our meeting on Tuesday is cancelled then. Arranging a meeting with
the presence of a representative of the university’s legal department, together with Prof.

Yiftachel and Dr. Cohen requires re-scheduling.

AR

I then responded to him:

You did not respond to my second e-mail where I said that I wanted to give you a

second chance?

Rachel Avraham

He did not reply to this last e-mail. I suppose, Dr. Rubin wants to stand behind his
program and what he falsely perceives to be academic freedom so much that he not only
does not care to do any thing to stop Dr. Yiftachel from teaching one-sided propaganda,
but also to the point where he is not even open to hearing dissenting opinions on this
matter with an open mind. However, it is important to note that Dr. Rubin is not an
anti-Israel professor. Through out my entire time working with him, I did not witness
any anti-Israel sentiment coming from him. I think this is a case where the head of the
program just blindly sides with the professor just because he is the professor, in addition
to defending his program and his perception of academic freedom, which includes the
right of a professor to teach lies while students can only oppose the professor inside of

the classroom and in their papers, not with non-governmental organizations and lawyers.
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Dr. Rubin is also terribly worried of the effect that my report could have on recruiting
students to the MAPMES program. One of my classmates said this much, since MAPMES
recruits heavily from Jewish American students on MASA scholarships. I don't think that
Dr. Rubin has an agenda to make internationals hate Israel like Dr. Yiftachel does, even
though by doing nothing about Dr. Yiftachel and trying to intimidate me into silence; his
actions are having that effect. Dr. Rubin just does not want bad publicity for the program,
so that Jewish Americans will want to study in his program at BGU. He wants to blindly
defend his colleague. And most important of all, he sincerely believes that professors have
the academic freedom to teach lies, while academic freedom does not extend to online
critiques of professors on NGO websites. I understand where he is coming from, even
though I don’t agree with him. I hope that I am able to work this out without completely
destroying my working relationship with Dr. Rubin. Despite my profound disagreements
with him over how Dr. Yiftachel’s propaganda should be dealt with, I still believe that he

is a great professor and a decent person on the whole.
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Problems faced by research students

Academia is naturally a critical entity. The process of training an academic, in the
social sciences especially, is to facilitate the student to find holes, errors, misjudgments
in already existing theory or the perceived intellectual norms’. Despite the fact that in the
world at large Israel is defamed constantly and as such anti-Israel ideas are the norm’ -
here in Israel the Israeli academia in general considers the Israeli government and state
to be the norm” and thus the main focus of critical thought and criticism. So there is a
definite and observable trend in Israeli Academia to be excessively critical of Israel as a
historical, cultural and political phenomenon.

It is without doubt the role of Academia to provide insight and criticism into a given
society —in Israel the tendency is for our academics not to act as part of an “in-house” self-
critical process, instead the tendency is to fan the flames of the foreign bigoted anti-Israeli
activists seeking to twist Israel’s global image by holding it to a standard no other nation
is held to. Two contemporary examples are 1. Neve Gordon writing his opinion piece
in the LA times, not in Haaretz or Maariv, thus aiming at a foreign rather than domestic
audience. 2. Ilan Pappe, perhaps the most deplorable and infamous, of Israel’s critics,
rather than continuing his work at the university of Haifa moves to the UK with his books
being entirely directed at non-Israeli audiences. There are many other similar examples.
The likely reasoning behind these actions is because Israel is a very small academic
arena and the world outside is near-obsessed with Israel related topics. It would appear
to have become an established career route for Israeli academics to promote themselves
internationally by excessively criticizing Israel to non-Israeli audiences.

Having established the nature of Israeli academic culture, I will deal specifically with
the problems research students face. A student with a balanced view of Israel (that is a view
which acknowledges there are problems here but in comparison to other nations, Israel
manages to maintain a standard of human rights, freedom, democracy, accountability
and transparency that few peaceful first world nations achieve) will find themselves
immediately intellectually at loggerheads with the prevailing academic culture around
them. It is possible this will make the leave academia, or elect to study abroad; either
option being far from ideal. It is of critical importance that we train academics which
are able to argue our case internationally and fight against this overwhelming tide of
defamation. On a personal note, having studied for my first and second degree abroad,
the amount of hostility, which Jews and Israelis face on Israel related topics is intolerable.
Due to this academic culture, those reasonable students we retain will invariably not be
given the tools in their education to fully research and develop opinions supportive of

Israel.
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The first problem of PhD students at Israeli universities is that in order to even apply,
let alone be accepted, you need to have the support of a faculty member. Whether the
faculty member chooses to accept you or not is totally up to them. Unlike first and second
degree students who do not need to seek this support. There is potentially a huge room
for bias, especially in the case of overly idealistic academics. I know of no appeal process
by which someone can appeal a rejection of a potential supervisor. The supervisor is so
important, that even if you could appeal, it would certainly kill and potentially fruitful
relationship. This is a clear and unrestricted possibility for ideological bias, made worse
by our limited resources, so that either reasonable students are not accepted, or are forced
to conceal their true views in order to be accepted and maintain a close supervisor-
researcher relationship.

The second challenge is the issue of the PhD research topic itself. The research
proposal prepared after the ‘Shlav aleph’ needs to be approved unanimously by a
committee of the supervising academic and two other academics. The most important
support is from the supervisor. Should there be strong ideological differences between the
two, the outcome would either be the loss of a supervisor for the student, OR the student
changing his project to fit the interests and ideology of the supervising academic. This
results in an observable and demonstrative tendency of extreme left wing students being
allowed to research and publish anti-Israeli research, whereas reasonable students are
forced to conduct research and publications of a neutral tone that are neither supportive
nor critical of Israel. As a result we have at the end of the PhD process academics with
projected careers in Israel ‘bashing” and academics with bland largely sidelined research
boarding on the irrelevant.

This academic culture is so observable that reasonable academics will inform PhD
students to keep their opinions to themselves. I was once told that anything “right of
Meretz” was best not spoken aloud or it would have a seriously detrimental impact on my
career in Israeli academia.

As a way of policy suggestions — I suggest that the committee looks into passing
a symbolic motion in the Knesset acknowledging the difficulties faced by reasonable
students in the Israeli academic culture. This requires no budgetary allocation and
would be a powerful tool to refer to when challenging decisions and appointments in
universities. The second and more potent policy suggestion would be to actually allocate
some money, in our desperately underfunded university system, to support the work of
reasonable pro-Israeli PhD students. As if we are unable to produce those people who will
be the intellectual supporters of our whole way of life, can we really leave it to fate and
the outside world to do it for us? Academia relative to the global image of Israel is not a
distant ivory tower. The defamers of Israel of Academic backgrounds such as Ilan Pappe,
Norman Finkelstein, Avi Shlaim, Noam Chomsky are the most read authors on the topic,

as a visit to the politics section of any popular bookshop will demonstrate
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