The Michigan Conference will be remembered for the response to hate

In February 2002, the first National Student Conference on the Palestinian Solidarity Movement was held at Berkley.  It was a conference that will always be remembered for hate.  The anti-Jewish rhetoric of the conference inspired the participants to leave the conference and intimidate some identifiable Jews on campus.  Thus, there were enormous concerns that there would be a similar wave of attacks at the Second conference which was held at the University of Michigan from October 12th to October 14th. 

Students from the Michigan Student Zionists a University of Michigan student group tried to prevent these attacks by filing a lawsuit to prevent the conference from taking place.  The concerns of incitement to violence were very real.  The lead off speaker at the conference, Hatem Bazian is reported to have publicly stated to University students, “Kill the Jews.”  (Conference at Santa Clara, May, 1999).  Another prominent speaker, Sami Al-Arian, has been seen on videotape fundraising for the terrorist organization Islamic Jihad and has publicly stated, “Jihad is our path.”  Moreover, the student organizer of the conference, Fadi Kiblawi, has written of his desire “to strap a bomb to one’s chest and kill….  The enemy is not just overseas the enemy is amongst us.”  (Al Risala, University of Michigan, Spring Edition, II, 6/24/01.)      

On Saturday, we stood in front of the conference entrance with signs that read, “This is an anti-Semitic Conference.”  We felt the hate.  A participant yelled at us, “Go back to Europe, Zionist pigs.” Another screamed, “shame for being Jewish.”  

At the end of the day a group of approximately fifty conference participants lined up in front and in back of our group of six.  They waved Palestinian flags and chanted, "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free.”  These are code words for the destruction of all of Israel.  Some participants then chanted, “Chrad al-Yahud,” which means annihilate the Jews.  Here we were on one of the most prestigious campuses in the country, and a crowd of people was screaming, “annihilate the Jews.”  We felt fear.  All we could do was sing, Shema Yisrael, the traditional, spiritual response to anti-Semitism. 

So on Saturday night on the University of Michigan campus there was tremendous hate.  Nevertheless, on Sunday morning the hate was overwhelmed.  Two busloads of students from New York City arrived in Ann Arbor, after having driven eleven straight hours to speak out against hate speech on campus.  As they exited the bus, they began singing with us Am Yisrael Chai (the nation of Israel lives).  On the very spot, where we were surrounded the night before, we now danced in a circle.

At noon, we gathered in the center of campus with the Michigan Student Zionists for a rally.  Students from different campuses in North America spoke about anti-Semitism on campus and about the need to stand tall.  Students and communal leaders spoke of their love for Israel.  Students chanted, “divest from hate,” over and over again.  The rally ended with hundreds of students marching as Israeli flags draped their shoulders to see a video of Al-Arian raising money for Islamic Jihad.  We then returned to the site of the conference and simulated the terrorist attack at Hebrew University this past August  Students lay on the ground in silence in front of the conference center.  The message was clear: if it happened at Hebrew University, it could happen on any campus in the world.  

We came to Michigan and joined with a wide assortment of groups because an injustice was occurring on campus.  We dare not run from hate.  Rather we should run to the point of tension.  Challenge the hate.  Dissipate the hate.  Respond to evil rhetoric with words of moral conscience.  The power of good is so much stronger than the power of evil.

The conference in Berkley will always be remembered for hate.  But the Michigan conference will always be remembered for the response to hate.
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