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The end of academ c freedom

By Baruch Ki merling

Wil e the menbers of the senior academ c staff of Israel's universities are
on strike in the context of their just struggle against the erosion of their
salaries, a quiet political process - whose practical result will be the end
of academic freedomin Israel - is currently in progress.

On January 8, 1997, the governnent created a public conm ssion that was
headed by retired Suprene Court Justice Yaakov Maltz, which was charged with
the task of studying the organizational structure of the nation's
universities "fromthe perspective of the goals and objectives of
universities in general." The conmm ssion decided that the present structure
and work procedures in Israel's universities "do not permt an efficient
utilization of the human and physical resources at their disposal."

The Maltz commi ssion was well aware of the fact that its conclusions ran
counter to the spirit and letter of the Council for H gher Education Law
(passed in 1958), which grants academ ¢ and adm nistrative freedomto the
country's universities. Thus, the comm ssion began to consider how to
circunmvent this law. The government deci ded to adopt, with sone m nor
changes, the conmi ssion's reconmendations, which, in effect, turn the

uni versities into government conpani es. Last Septenber, the government cane
to a decision regarding what was terned a "change in the organi zati ona
structure of institutions of higher |earning."

In accordance with that decision, the Council for H gher Education was
instructed to introduce far-reaching changes in the way Israel's
universities are managed, the principal change being the establishment of a
corporate structure for the universities and the ternmination of their

i ndependent managenent under their respective staffs of professors. (The
exanpl e of the Government Conpanies Law was cited in this context.)

The i npl enentati on of the new structure will nean, in practical terns, that
t he val ues on which universities are founded - nanely, academc freedom -
will lose all significance, and it will open the door not only to an

authoritarian reginme in the nation's universities but also to externa
political interference in their management.

A university's senate serves as a general assenbly of full professors and
el ected representatives of the renmaining levels in the faculty. The senate
is "sovereign" and has suprene academ c authority regarding all aspects of
the university's managenment. |f the new corporate structure is adopted, the
nunmber of senate menbers will be reduced and it will consist of officials,
nost of whomwi |l be appointed. A relevant parallel would be a situation in
whi ch the governnent appoints the nenbers of Israel's parlianent.

The role of rector, who is in charge of academ c matters, would be

el i minated and t he managenent of the university would be placed in the hands
of the president, who is currently the university's adm nistrative nanager
(and who does not have to be an acadenmic). The rector would be replaced by a
vi ce-presi dent for acadenic affairs. There is thus the danger that
universities would give priority to adm nistrative matters, rather than
acadeni c ones.



In accordance with the new arrangenent, even the body that is supposed to
i mpl enent a university's policy - nanely, its executive conmttee - would
consist, to a significant extent, of "representatives of the public," that
is, politicians and their supporters, as well as of nenbers of the new
senate.

By its very nature, a university is a hierarchical, rather than a
denocratic, institution. All matters concerning faculty - hiring, pronotion
and the granting of tenure - are in the hands of a small group, which is
supposed to make decisions that are solely based on professiona

consi derations. Acadenmic freedomis expressed in the present structure of
Israel's universities primarily through the fact that all nenbers of the
teaching staff - chiefly those who are tenured - are free to teach and
research any subject within the framework of their respective area of
academ c specialization. Furthernmore, they can voice their views in the
public domain without fear of being disnissed. Ganted, only a mnority of
faculty exercise that right; however, the nenbers of this mnority nake a
deci sive contribution to social and political thinking (both rightist and
leftist) in Israel

Up until now, despite their hierarchical structures, a |arge neasure of
acadeni c freedom has existed in the nation's universities, because of two
factors: The abundance of power centers in the university ("overl appings,"
as defined by the Maltz comm ssion) and the existence of a senate whose
nmenbership is broadly based and which creates something akin to direct
denocracy. Although the senate is known to be an inefficient agency, it
nmanages to have a deterrent effect on university officials whose behavior is
regarded as arbitrary by the menbers of the faculty.

If the conclusions of the Maltz comm ssion are inplenmented, this deterrent
effect would be elimnated and the universities would becone oligarchies
whose wal | s woul d be breached by politicians. Then, little tinme would

el apse, relatively speaking, before government representatives woul d decide
what subj ects shoul d be taught and how they should be taught in Israel's
institutions of higher [|earning.

Al t hough the salaries of senior faculty are extrenely inportant, the
struggl e for acadenic freedom appears to be much nore a matter of principle
than the issue of higher salaries. In effect, both struggles should be
fought sinultaneously.
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