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The title of my talk might be a little restrictive. Of course, we should insist on academic freedom for Palestinian academics and for Palestinian universities. But it is important to emphasize from the outset, that the context in which the academic freedom of individuals and institutions in Palestine is being denied is a larger one than when such issues are raised in countries having problems with their regimes. For when a whole people and its land are under colonial occupation, all freedoms are denied and what we should be demanding is what we have been missing for almost four decades: FREEDOM—period.

That said, the case of academic freedom--or its absence--is a telling example of what the Palestinian people have been going through, and I will dwell on that in my talk.

The quest to establish institutions of higher learning in Palestine goes back to the period of the British Mandate which followed the long period of Ottoman rule, when learning was not commonplace. This is not intended to be an authoritative description of the situation of higher education in the period that followed, but in order to define the coordinates, let me say that during the British period, very few institutions of higher learning were established that were accessible to the Palestinian Arab population. The Arab College in Jerusalem was the college of choice for Palestinians and some of the best in the legal profession in Palestine during the following decades were graduates from that college. Another educational institution of good repute was the Khadoury Agricultural College near Tulkarm, but that was all. By the time Israel was established, the Arab College was no more and the Agricultural College, having lost most of the agricultural land that used to be attached to it, became a shadow of its successful past. For the next twenty five years, there were no institutions of higher education in the West Bank or in the Gaza Strip.

The process of re-establishing higher education institutions was gradual and initially some secondary schools started adding freshman classes. Most notable among these schools was Birzeit, which was established in 1924 as an elementary school for girls in the village of Birzeit near Ramallah before it became a full secondary co-educational school. It was the first school to ad a freshman class, in 1951, and then a sophomore class in the sixties. Students finishing Birzeit would usually go to the American University of Beirut to continue toward a college degree. Few teacher training colleges were also established by the Jordanian government and by UNRWA, the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian refugees, but that, in addition of what was left of Khadoury, was all. The existing institutions did not meet the ambitions of students looking for further education and promotion in their social standings, for no where in the West Bank or in Jordan could one then study to become a doctor or an engineer or a lawyer.  School leavers with a high schools diploma, the GCE (GCSE), Matriculations or the Egyptian Tawjihi would go to study abroad in Arab countries or in the West. I went to Germany, not to become a doctor or an engineer, but a physicist.

When, in the sixties, a serious step was being considered to establish a university in Jordan, the choice was Amman and the university was established there, in the East Bank.  Therefore, when the West Bank and the Gaza Strip fell under Israeli occupation in 1967, there were no universities in what became the Occupied Palestinian Territory, which includes East Jerusalem. Students continued to travel out of the country to study. But now there was a difference. Whoever left in pursuit of further study and learning stood a good chance of not being able to come back. The Israeli occupation considered all Palestinians to be residents with no citizenship rights. Whoever left needed a permit to re-enter.  In fact, one already needed a permit to leave, which in most cases was also the permit to re-enter, but its validity was limited in time. Thus, if one was able to secure a Travel Document (Laissez Passer) to leave through Lydda (now Ben Gurion) Airport, one needed to re-enter within one year, or one would lose the right to be re-enter. That this was the only country in which this individual has a  home, that this country is that individual's ancestral home, that he or she was born here, that he had property and family, all that did not count. Many Palestinians were "deported" in this way. One would then have to emigrate, get another citizenship from country that Israel considers bona fide,  get a visa to visit Israel, and then, if granted,, re-enter for a visit of limited duration. If, however, one would leave through a land terminal to Jordan or Egypt, then one had three years to return, or else. Later the land permit was extended to six years, which made sure some had already settled and established a living and had other choices than relocating and coming back home. Those who ventured back, stood a good chance of being harassed or arrested for contacts with the PLO, and since one was usually in doubt as to what constitutes a contact, severely punishable according to Israeli Military Orders, many opted to play it safe and to stay abroad, waiting for a solution of the bigger problem. This, and economic hardships, resulted in brain-drain as well as in the drain of young population.

In the face of all that, and in order to provide opportunities for students to study at home, and also as part of being true for its original mission, Birzeit College, already a two years college, turned itself into a four year college to become the first university in the OPT, ready to receive students and enroll them in programs that lead to a bachelor degree in an increasing number of disciplines. That was in 1972. The first class with a bachelor degree graduated in 1974. Other high schools in Bethlehem, Nablus and Hebron followed suit. Later, other colleges and universities were established. Now, there are 10 universities, one Open University, 5 university colleges and 25 community colleges in the OPT. There are 123,000 students enrolled, of these 68,000 in universities with the OU taking more than half of these. Birzeit offers now bachelor and master degree programs in the social sciences, natural sciences, business and law, in addition to several multi-disciplinary programs. With 7000 students, of whom 53% are females, Birzeit is not even the biggest university. Some universities offer PhD degree programs and Al-Quds and Al-Najah University cooperate in running a medical school.

That said, establishing a university was neither easy nor straightforward. Universities had to struggle to emerge. Taking the case of Birzeit, there was first the battle of registration, then the battle of the yearly license renewal, then the big battle of developing the campus under an adverse zoning and land use policy, and then the battle of getting books and journals, especially in the Arabic language, the battle of bringing in international staff and keeping them, the battle of getting equipment through customs, and the mother-of-all-battles (this one was won!): the battle of keeping the university running in the face of imposed military closures. 

Indeed, having struggled to emerge, Birzeit had to continue to struggle in order to survive. The first military closure was imposed in 1973 when the university was in its infancy. In 1974, the first president and founder of Birzeit, Dr. Hanna Nasir, was deported and he remained in exile for the next 19 years. In the years that followed the university was closed 15 times for varying periods of time, the longest being four years from 1987 to 1992, during the first Intifada. As the Israeli occupation made education illegal, closing universities, schools and kindergartens, education was pushed underground. Birzeit refused to accept the criminalization of education and found ways to continue to fulfill its role, holding classes covertly in homes, mosques, churches and community centers. Classes were often raided by the Israeli army. Carrying books was evidence of an “illegal class” and one could be arrested for that.

In the face of all of these difficulties, Birzeit was still able to make huge achievements. It became a leader in higher education and is recognized widely as one of the foremost national institutions. It pioneered community programs that were emulated in other universities and it continues to consider community outreach as one of its major tasks beside education and research. 

The Oslo process did not bring an end of harassment by the Israeli army, so the struggle continues. Palestinians were suddenly prevented from traveling freely between the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and were also banned from entering Jerusalem without special military permits. An Apartheid pass-system emerged. The closure of whole areas in the West Bank became commonplace. This closure policy by Israel brought even greater hardships than before as it affected much wider sections of the society and hit hard at the economy. 

In addition, as the Oslo Process had the West Bank (and Gaza) divided into three kinds of areas with different security regimes and jurisdictions, Birzeit University fell into one category and the road that leads to it from Ramallah into another, and neither was under full Palestinian Authority control. This meant that the university remained vulnerable to closure and harassment. Later when Israel reoccupied the areas that came under PA control under the Oslo II agreement, Birzeit had to suffer from isolation and inaccessibility. The road that leads to the university from Ramallah was bulldozed and remained unserviceable for three years between 2001 and 2003. Vehicles were no longer able to travel from Ramallah to Birzeit and donkey drawn carts became the transport means of choice for staff, students, visitors and suppliers for a section of the damaged road, while the huge earth mounds had to be negotiated on foot. The university was under siege. After that road was reopened sudden road blocks--or “flying checkpoints” as they are often called--became a common practice on that road, arbitrarily imposed and lifted, leaving enormous traffic jams that requires many hours to clear. They are sufficiently frequent to interfere with the day’s plan, not only of students and faculty, but also of all commuters between Ramallah and the rest of the West Bank, as this is the only road leading out of this very busy city (effectively the Seat-of-Government of the PNA) that does not have permanent Israeli army roadblocks or checkpoints that require a special permit to cross.  

At Birzeit, now isolated, the Gaza students were the worst effected. The university used to take pride in the regional diversity of its student body. This is now lost. Whereas around 20% of the students of Birzeit University used to come from the Gaza Strip, and similar proportions from the northern and southern West Bank, making it the richest among Palestinian universities in regional diversity--in addition to the diversity of opinion, interests and social background that characterized its students--these percentages have dropped severely in the past five years, reaching practically zero in the case of Gaza. From around 400 students from the Gaza Strip registered in Birzeit in the late 80’s, when the university used to have a size of 2000, the number now is about a dozen out of 7000. In the year 2003/2004, no students from the Jenin area, in the extreme north of the West Bank, enrolled at Birzeit. The situation among the faculty is similar. 

This happens while the policy of slicing up the occupied Palestinian territory into small, self-contained regions persists. Recently, the Wall that Israel has erected for expansionist and political purposes—for we cannot and should not be fooled by the security pretext that Israel keeps giving while settlement activities and de facto annexation continue unabated—has exacerbated the situation. Birzeit University is now worried about losing students and faculty from Jerusalem. This will deal a severe blow, not only to the universities of Birzeit and Bethlehem, but also to the University of Jerusalem (Al-Quds), because isolation works both ways.

Isolation has also an international dimension. Not only has occupation isolated universities each within its canton within the occupied Palestinian territory, but has also isolated each and all universities from the rest of the world. For example, Birzeit University used to have a substantial proportion of international faculty. Now it has only very few. Also, the usual academic practice of spending study leaves in foreign universities has become so difficult and sometimes impossible. Practices that are taken for granted in universities in other countries are in Palestinian universities trouble-laden undertakings that are often avoided or given up as simply too inconvenient and time consuming. Interestingly enough, we have managed to face the challenges posed by Israeli policy decisions and have devised ways to leap over the occupation in our relations with the outside world. 

One can express disapproval of Israeli practices and the way they affect the livelihood of the Palestinian people and Palestinian institutions, in particular those of higher learning, in a variety of ways and any effective and productive way is welcome. One can learn from experiences in other parts of the World, notably the former Apartheid regime in South Africa. The international community has a duty to show Israel that what it is doing—apart from being illegal and morally wrong—is a threat to peace; not only peace in the Middle East, which is not as far away as some wish it to be, but also World peace.

How can you help? First, support Palestinian right to freedom, independence and self-determination as an act of peace. In doing so, one must realize that Palestinian universities are a crucial part of the Palestinian nation-building process. The impact of Israel’s closure policies on the economy and on education has been devastating. The fact that we have been able to cope should not belie the weakening of our institutions by these constant blows, going on for almost four decades now. We need help to overcome the adverse effects of occupation policies on the institutions of higher learning and therefore I call for support of higher education in Palestine. In order to face the world as a national entity (and not as a third party to Israel), support for Palestinian institutions needs to be extended directly. 

Second, help overcome the blocked access to international academic community. Birzeit has long relied on international support and on its relations with the international academic community in particular, to support its campaigns against the Israeli attacks and violations of Palestinian academic freedom. Israel’s tight controls on the movement and international travel has severely limited Palestinian access to the international academic community, preventing effective cooperation in the areas of research, involvement in international conferences, student and faculty exchange and other means of exposure that academics need. Therefore I call for increased international cooperation with Palestinian universities. This should go beyond the mere signing of formal protocols and should find an expression in tangible activities. 

Third, use whatever influence you have and can muster to pressure Israel to change its policies. When I was asked recently to comment on the proposed boycott of Israeli universities and whether it would effect Palestinian institutions, I answered that there is already a boycott in effect in our case, and that we cannot move freely within the Palestinian territory, let alone go to Israeli universities to engage in any sort of academic activity. Indeed, the circumstances that pertain in Palestine make boycott a fact of life. Therefore, it is not the boycott per se, that is the objective, but the pressure on Israel to desist from practices that contravene international law, are in breach of the law of occupation and put severe restrictions on academic life and academic pursuits in the occupied Palestinian territory. Occupation must end and the Palestinian people must be given their freedom so that they can exercise their rights. Any way this message can be conveyed is welcome. 

Thank you.
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