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 For my B.A. studies I attended CCNY (City College of New York) back in the late 1960s -- a very tumultuous period, as many might recall (or have read about). There were several consequences resulting from the turmoil: quality education declined drastically as a result of "open admissions"; and the banishment of R.O.T.C. (the Reserve Officers Training Corps) in which students committed to military duty, took several military-related courses in college, and in return were given stipends and other forms of aid to complete their college education. Although CCNY had the largest ROTC program in the country during the 1950s, within a decade student and faculty protests had pushed it out for good, a casualty of the Vietnam War protests.


One can imagine how I felt when I started teaching in Israel's universities less than a decade later, only to find numerous army students in my classes. But I quickly came to understand the difference. Whereas ROTC was designed to use college as a vehicle to instill military knowledge and values in future American soldiers, their Israeli counterparts were already serving in the Israeli Defense Forces which sent these future (or serving) officers to broaden their horizons in a civil (albeit not civilian) direction. Back then, ROTC emphasized military drills; my Israeli students studied political philosophy.


Why would an Israeli soldier need to learn such an "esoteric" subject? I'll provide an answer through the most memorable (and possibly influential) outcome of an academic lecture that I have ever given. But first a caveat: I cannot say with complete certainty that what happened in this event was due to my lecture; the mind of man is a mystery wrapped in an enigma. But the "juxtaposition" leads me to believe that this was no mere coincidence.


The academic year was 1981-1982. We were studying Socrates and his civil disobedience to the Athenian Law. My basic premise was that a citizen has the right -- and perhaps even the duty -- to disobey any law that s/he feels is morally repugnant. However, if and when the Law was created in moral fashion (e.g. democratic vote; enlightened ruler) such a protester must also accept the personal consequences (punishment) for such civil disobedience. I distinctly recall a very lively debate among the students, and was very surprised that one student, wearing his military uniform, eventually came to side with my position on the matter. His name: Eli Geva. That name means nothing to Americans, Jewish or otherwise. For Israelis... -- here is the pithy description from Wikipedia:

Eli Geva is an Israeli brigade commander, who during the Siege of Beirut (in the early stage of the 1982 Lebanon War), refused to lead his forces into the city for moral reasons which he termed "endangerment of both soldiers and civilians in urban warfare". The Israeli Chief of Staff, Rafael Eitan, attempted to negotiate with Geva, but he insisted and was consequently dismissed from the Israel Defense Forces. The event drew a great deal of controversy in Israel at the time, and to this day remains a symbol of moral insubordination in the Israeli military. 


What this item does not mention is that in the end, the IDF did not invade Beirut, i.e. Geva's act of disobedience bore fruit, although he suffered personal punishment: loss of his senior position and also vilification by many Israelis. In any case, I am not suggesting that Geva was right or wrong; after all, there is a difference between obedience in civilian life and in the military, not to mention the very different circumstances in which a warring soldier finds himself. But regardless of one's position on the general matter the point is that soldiers in college are made to think -- not only intellectually/analytically but morally/ethically as well, which is precisely why the IDF sends them to university in the first place!


Was the anti-ROTC camp correct? In retrospect, I think not. Indeed, if anything, American soldiers need higher education among civilians even more than their Israeli counterparts, for the simple reason that the U.S. military does not draw the bulk of its soldiers from the general population as is the Israeli case (universal draft), but rather from a relatively narrow section of American society. Moreover, military bases in the U.S. tend to be divorced from American society writ large. Programs such as ROTC, therefore, if done right can be critical for inculcating some measure of higher civilianization into the country's military.


That seems to be the general conclusion of America's universities as well. After 42 years of absence, this year ROTC has been reintroduced into CCNY with much official fanfare (and a distinct non-military ethos). It's the right move -- and I salute it.

* * * * * * *

Prof. Sam Lehman-Wilzig is Deputy Director of the School of Communications at Bar-Ilan University in Israel. This past Spring 2013 he was Visiting Professor at the Israel Studies Center, University of Maryland, College Park. Visit his Web site:  www.profslw.com
