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-------- Original Message --------
Subject:Letter to Professor Rifka Carmi concerning Professor Idan Landau

Date:Wed, 16 Nov 2011 11:05:15 +0000
From:Shalom Lappin <shalom.lappin@kcl.ac.uk>

To:rcarmi@bgu.ac.il <rcarmi@bgu.ac.il>, president@bgu.ac.il <president@bgu.ac.il>

Dear Professor Carmi,

 I am an Israeli academic at King's College London, and a Fellow
of the
British Academy. From 1974 until 1980 I was a lecturer in the Philosophy
Department at Ben Gurion University. On two occasions in the 1990's I was
a Visiting Professor in the Department of Foreign Languages and
Literatures at
BGU, when I taught courses in computational linguistics. I have been
active in
the UK for many years in opposing the boycott of Israeli academics and
universities, and I resigned from both the Association of University
Teachers
and the University and College Union over this issue. I was in the audience
as a supporter when you delivered an address to an anti-boycott meeting at
University College London several years ago

 I am appalled at your decision to reduce the salary of my colleague
Professor Idan Landau because of his incarceration in a military prison
for a week last summer, due to his refusal to report for miluim. Despite
your
insistence that this decision is not politically motivated, the fact
that Professor Landau was singled out for this punative action suggests
that it was, in fact, a vindictive expression of political
opinion, as well as a gross abuse of administrative authority. I strongly
doubt that you would have penalized a faculty member who took
a week off his/her academic duties to engage in political activities
that you agree with. Nor, I suspect, would you have applied
this sanction to a colleague who was absent from campus for a week in
order to attend to family or personal business, and taught make up
classes to compensate his/her students, as Professor Landau did.

 Let me clarify that I do not approve of Professor Landau's actions.
During the late 1970's, when I was teaching at BGU, and in the
1980's when I was a faculty member at the University of Haifa, and then
at Tel Aviv University, I did military service (both sadir and miluim)
despite my strong (and continuing) opposition to our occupation of
territory beyond our 1967 borders. However, this is not at all the issue
here. Professor Landau committeed an act of civil disobedience for
which he willingly paid the price. This price was extracted by
the Army in the form of a week in military prison. By reducing his
salary for this period, you are effectively fining him for his actions,
and so you are taking it upon yourself to impose a second punishment,
beyond the one applied by the legal authorities. Your assertion that
this penalty is required because Professor Landau was not discharging his
research obligations during his incarceration, and the Bituach Leumi
does not fund his week off campus, lacks both factual credibility
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and political decency. It is unfortunately reminicent of the petty
(and selective) legalism to which authoritatian regimes resort in
harrassing political dissidents.

 Oddly, your conduct suggests that the administration at BGU does
not appreciate the fact that it is not necessary to approve of an act of
political disobedience, such as conscientious objection to military service,
in order to recognize its legitemacy as a form of protest, leaving the
proper authorities to deal with it through the legal procedures
available to them. By misusing your position of power as Professor
Landau's employer to inflict additional damage upon him, you have
degraded the reputation of a superb university.

 One of the strongest arguments against the academic boycott of Israeli
universities is that this campaign unjustly discriminates against
institutions that respect academic freedom and the unfettered
expression of political opinion. Your conduct casts doubt on this
claim in the case of BGU. Unfortunately, it is consonant with
legislative initiatives emanating from parts of the government
which are designed to suppress NGOs whose political views the
government does not share. These developments undermine the
foundations of Israeli democracy and cause distress to many people
deeply committed to the countries well being.

Sincerely,
Shalom Lappin, FBA
Professor of Computational Linguistics
King's College London
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