


[image: My Israel Question: Reframing The Israel/Palestine Conflict, by Antony Loewenstein.]



‘Provoking howls of rage even before it was published, this is a passionate account of how one determined lobby shapes politics and stifles debate in this country. It’s come just in time.’

—David Marr

‘What most Australians should do is go out and buy the book and read it, so they can hear both sides of the debate about how Israel treats the Palestinians.’

—John Mearsheimer, Senior Professor of Politics, University of Chicago

‘Loewenstein shines a spotlight on Israel and its uncritical supporters. That will make them uncomfortable. For that reason alone, My Israel Question deserves a strong readership.’

—Peter Rodgers, former Australian Ambassador to Israel and author of Herzl’s Nightmare: One Land, Two Peoples

‘My Israel Question still deserves a strong readership, precisely because it makes us uncomfortable.’

—Weekend Australian

‘I can think of few books about Israel and Palestine, written by an Australian, as important as Antony Loewenstein’s brave j’accuse.’

—John Pilger

‘My Israel Question will serve as an essential guide for those who dare to criticise Zionist wrongdoing in the past and Israeli policies in the present, without being deterred by false allegations of antisemitism.’

—Dr Ilan Pappe, Chair, Department of History, University of
Exeter, England, and author of A History of Modern Palestine
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INTRODUCTION TO THE THIRD EDITION



Israel in 2009 is beginning to resemble 1930s Germany
 more and more. The dehumanisation process
 Palestinians experience, encouraged by the media and
 executed by the IDF, brings to mind horrific images.

Gideon Levy, Haaretz, April 20091

The Middle East conflict has a dangerous tendency to both change fundamentally and stay remarkably the same. This trend has withstood successive US presidents, Israeli governments and Palestinian leaders. The West Bank occupation continues to deepen. Hamas-led Gaza remains isolated from the world. Settler violence against Palestinians is worsening. The Israeli and Palestinian publics are increasingly sceptical about the prospect of peace with their neighbours. The Western powers still offer largely unqualified support for the Jewish state.

It has been three years since I first wrote this book, and in that time there have been continued attacks on Gaza and a tightening of the Israeli noose around the occupied territories. Israel’s attack on Hizbollah in southern Lebanon in July and August 2006 was a devastating example of indiscriminate firepower. Hizbollah, a Shia Islamic political and military force, had firmly entrenched itself in the country by providing, like Hamas, social services to the people. The thirty-four-day war killed more than 1400 Lebanese civilians and shattered infrastructure, as well as causing the deaths of close to 200 Israeli soldiers and civilians. Significantly, Israel was incapable of eradicating the group; it was the first war in its history that it had comprehensively lost. Despite using white phosphorus and cluster bombs on civilian areas, fully backed by the Bush administration, the United Kingdom and Australia, Israel realised the limitations of its power. ‘The Hizbollah victory’, wrote Conflicts Forum analysts Alastair Crooke and Mark Perry, ‘reverses the tide of 1967’.2 It also inspired a new generation of leaders in the Arab world to challenge Israeli might. The price, however, was untold suffering on all sides.

It’s hard to look at these objective facts and not feel pessimistic about the prospects for peace. The rhetoric of the ‘two-state solution’ continues unabated in global political and media circles, but the reality on the ground now makes this virtually impossible. Jewish settlements and colonies expanded more rapidly in 2008 than in the year before.3 In the last year, 1518 new structures were built illegally in the West Bank.4 Most ominously, the population growth among West Bank settlers was three times greater than among the rest of Israel over the last twelve years.5 A 2005 report commissioned by the Israeli defence establishment was leaked in 2009 and proved that the vast majority of Israeli settlements were illegal even under Israeli law.6 Illegal settlements around East Jerusalem were equally problematic.7 In May 2009, the not-for-profit organisation Ir Amim exposed a secret plan by the Israeli government and settler groups to surround the Old City of Jerusalem with ideologically driven Zionist parks, pathways and sites.8
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If Israel’s image in the international arena took a battering after the 2006 Lebanon war,9 then it only worsened after the onslaught against Gaza in late December 2008 and January 2009. Gaza was already in dire shape. Since 2007 it had been crippled by a blockade imposed by Western powers in an attempt to crush Hamas. It was collective punishment, illegal under international law. Hamas brought a level of stability to Gaza that it had not experienced for years, though the intimidation and murder of opponents was a notably high price to pay.10

The world had a rare glimpse of how horrific the situation was in Gaza when an explosion of the wall between Egyptian and Palestinian Rafah allowed hundreds of thousands of Gazans temporary relief from the blockade.11 It was an amazing sight. A sea of people streamed into Egypt to buy essential goods unavailable in the Strip: cheese, concrete, oil, diesel, foam mattresses, blankets and cigarettes. ‘For more than sixty years, Palestinians have resisted walls and checkpoints intended to divide them’, argued Ahmed Yousef, the political adviser to Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh, in the New York Times.12 Hamas was a fact of life. It had deep Palestinian support and therefore had to be engaged, he stressed. It has consistently said since 2006 that it would accept a two-state solution along 1967 borders and a long-term truce with Israel.13 It is a message now slowly being accepted by some Western powers.14

In December 2008 Israel’s election was approaching. The government had been preparing for a punishing strike against Hamas for over six months, and ‘Operation Cast Lead’ was the result, a devastating barrage that killed 1417 Palestinians, 929 of whom were civilians, including women and children.15 Thousands of homes were destroyed, and schools, universities and mosques were bombed. Thirteen Israeli soldiers were killed, some by friendly-fire incidents. The goal of the war, according to an Israeli specialist in counter-terrorism, Ariel Siegelman, was ‘to frustrate and attack at the morale of the enemy … The only rule was, don’t fight by the rules’.16

The vast majority of the world’s media were barred by Israel from entering Gaza, so we had to rely on Aljazeera journalists who had entered before the fighting began and a handful of Palestinian bloggers and human rights workers. A Norwegian doctor, Mads Gilbert, based in Gaza’s overwhelmed central hospital, sent a text message to his friends: ‘We are wading in death, blood and amputees. Many children. A pregnant woman. I have never experienced anything so terrible. Now we hear tanks. Pass it on, send it around, shout it out’.17

Israel called thousands of homes to warn them of impending attacks, seemingly oblivious to the fact that residents were trapped in the Strip with nowhere to go. ‘This assault is not against Hamas’, a Gazan opponent of Hamas said. ‘It’s against all of us, the entire nation.’18 Israeli soldiers left graffiti in some Palestinian homes that read, ‘We came to annihilate you’ and ‘Death to the Arabs’.19 Palestinians reported returning to their homes after the war and finding them completely destroyed, even ‘a pair of soldier’s trousers in the bathtub, soiled with shit’.20

The Bush administration offered full support for the onslaught. Barack Obama, then President Elect, remained largely silent.21 In Israel, the vast majority of the public backed the war, probably helped by the fact that no criticism of the aggression was voiced on any of the three local television stations.22 Internal dissent was rare.23 In a worrying sign of the growing fundamentalism of Israeli society, rabbis instructed religious members of the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) to show no ‘mercy to the cruel enemy’ in Gaza.24 It was hard to disagree with the words of famed Israeli writer David Grossman, who opined at the end of the conflict that ‘the whole country hypnotised itself, because it needed so badly to believe that Gaza would cure it of Lebanon-itis’.25

Aside from Australia, the USA and a handful of other Western states, most of the world opposed the conflict. Prominent international lawyers condemned the battle as a ‘war crime’ and not ‘self-defence’, as claimed by Israel.26 Amnesty International, the United Nations (UN), Human Rights Watch and countless other human rights organisations condemned the actions of both Hamas and Israel—not least the Jewish state’s use of white phosphorus on civilians, disproportionate force and collective punishment of the Gazan residents—and demanded criminal trials.27 Amnesty called for a global freeze on arms sales to Israel in light of the serious allegations (a position shared by Nick Clegg, the leader of the United Kingdom’s third major party, the Liberal Democrats) and blamed Israel in its May 2009 report for repeatedly breaking international law during the attack. The Jewish state promised to protect any soldiers, generals or politicians who faced suits for alleged war crimes, a likelihood in many European countries. The gruesome testimony of Israeli soldiers who served in the war only heightened global concerns that Israel used disproportionate force.28 The UN issued a report in May 2009 that blamed Israel for hitting UN operations in Gaza during the war, including medical centres and schools.29

Predictably, the hardline Jerusalem Post dismissed the charges and responded like a petulant child: ‘We don’t set out to kill innocents—but if we do, our society feels anguish. They set out to kill civilians—and when they fail, they’re disappointed’.30 Leading New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman went further, urging Israel to ‘educate’ Hamas ‘by inflicting a heavy death toll on its militants and pain on the Gaza population’.31

Unsurprisingly, the war failed to bring about Israel’s stated aims. Polls in the West Bank and Gaza found support for Hamas had soared.32 The US-backed Fatah suffered grievously, not helped by President Mahmoud Abbas publicly backing the strikes against Hamas. ‘Its [Hamas’s] era started when Israel attacked Gaza on 27 December’, said a veteran Fatah leader in the West Bank city of Nablus.33 The head of Hamas, Khalid Mish’al, was defiant: ‘We will not be broken by siege and bombardment, and will never surrender to occupation’.34 He told the Sydney Morning Herald’s Paul McGeough in Damascus that peace would never be achieved without his group’s involvement. Ignore the Hamas charter that calls for the destruction of Israel, he said. ‘Watch what we do, not what we say.’35

It was a position shared by the Northern Ireland politician Gerry Adams, once viewed as a terrorist by the West, who visited Hamas in Gaza in April 2009 and urged negotiations. ‘We took a chance in Ireland’, he said.36 Former British Labour minister Clare Short, who invited Hamas leader Mish’al to speak via video-link to a backbench committee of MPs in parliament in late April 2009, also understood the necessity of dialogue.37 The United Kingdom even announced in March 2009, to Israel’s anger, that it would begin discussions with Hizbollah in Lebanon.

Israel paid a high diplomatic and moral price for its excesses. A New York Times story in March 2009, headlined ‘After Gaza, Israel grapples with crisis of isolation’, revealed the scale of the problem.38 Israel has increasingly experienced hostility from former allies, and there has been a rise in calls for a global boycott, divestment and sanctions (BDS) campaign39—the Israel Manufacturers Association reported in late March 2009 that nineteen out of ninety local exporters questioned had already suffered a drop in demand due to boycotts, mainly from the United Kingdom and Scandinavian nations.40 Israeli Apartheid Weeks have been held on university campuses across the globe, academic boycotts are growing,41 and violent protests have occurred against Israeli sport teams in Sweden, Spain and Turkey. During the 2009 annual conference of the USA’s largest Zionist lobby, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), executive director Howard Kohr warned the 7000-strong crowd that the global movement to ‘delegitimise Israel’ was gathering steam. ‘These voices are laying the predicate for an abandonment’, he warned.42

The situation is starting to resemble the decades-old struggle against apartheid in South Africa.
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In the years since this book was released, the conflict has undoubtedly become far harder to resolve. A study released in early 2009 by one of the world’s leading political psychologists, Israeli Daniel Bar-Tel, highlighted the inherent problem in the Israeli Jewish consciousness (and that of much of the Jewish Diaspora). His team found that attitudes were largely characterised ‘by a sense of victimisation, a siege mentality, blind patriotism, belligerence, self-righteousness, dehumanisation of the Palestinians and insensitivity to their suffering’. Israel is ‘a nation that lives in the past’, Bar-Tel said, ‘suffused with anxiety and suffering from chronic closed-mindedness’.43 He took little comfort from the fact that Palestinians demonstrated similar attributes. However, a further study by Bar-Tel, released in May 2009, surprisingly found that many Israeli Jews rejected the idea that Palestinians were solely responsible for the conflict and seriously questioned the ‘Zionist narrative’ of the country.44

It is this environment in which the prospects for peace must be examined. In late 2007, at the private residence of the US ambassador to Israel, the former editor of Israeli newspaper Haaretz, David Landau, told a small audience, including then Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, that Israel was a ‘failed state’ politically which would never achieve peace on its own.45 It was hard to disagree with his prognosis. It was why former Israeli peace negotiator Daniel Levy wrote on Israel’s sixtieth birthday in May 2008 that ‘we [Jews] still do not accept the very idea that it is certain that we will be here [as a Jewish state] twice as long’.46

Recent years have provided more reasons to hold this view. Former Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert has made a number of startling comments which suggest a growing realisation that the status quo is killing his state. In November 2007 he told Haaretz that the collapse of the two-state solution would result in Israel facing ‘a South African style struggle for equal [Palestinian] rights, and as soon as that happens, the state of Israel is finished’.47 In May 2008 Olmert said that only those who were ‘hallucinating’ believed it was conceivable to maintain the West Bank settlements.48

By September, he had told his Cabinet that ‘Greater Israel’—meaning indefinite Israeli control of Gaza and the West Bank—was ‘over’.49 After resigning as a result of corruption allegations in the same month—a new government led by Likud head Binyamin Netanyahu wasn’t sworn in until March 2009— Olmert offered an even more honest appraisal: his country had learnt nothing from recent history. ‘Who thinks seriously that if we sit on another hilltop, on another hundred metres, that this will make the difference for the State of Israel’s basic security?’, he asked.50 By February 2009, in little-reported comments, Olmert argued that the occupation of Palestinian territory was causing Jew hatred. ‘As long as we are presented as occupiers’, he lamented, ‘we will continue to suffer from anti-Semitic incidents. It is best that we don’t forget the broad picture and the compound implication of being occupiers’.51

Despite this moment of self-reflection by the then Israeli Prime Minister, his government did absolutely nothing to address his supposed concerns. In fact, they entrenched the settlements even further. Israeli peace activist Jeff Halper described this policy in 2008 as ‘warehousing’ the Palestinians in isolated and politically impotent areas in the occupied territories.52 The gulf between rhetoric and reality grew exponentially. We constantly hear about a ‘peace process’, but this is a meaningless term. It gives the illusion of a process so that business-as-usual can proceed.

Here’s how it works. Washington calls the settlements ‘unhelpful’. Israel provides a spurious excuse and continues building. The Palestinians yelp that such moves ‘hinder’ peace, but they have no power to stop them. The occupation deepens. The professed two-state solution moves further out of reach.

Noam Sheizaf, a journalist at Israeli daily Maariv, blogged in April 2009 that his country was drifting towards a state of siege and that nobody seemed to care:

 


Many people don’t think there is such a thing as ‘the occupation.’ That’s the unfortunate result of the Oslo Accord and the establishing of the Palestinians [sic] Authority. People don’t seem to understand that Israel is still in control of almost every aspect of the Palestinians’ lives—which, as a result, have been reduced to little more than survival. In fact, most Israelis don’t know much about Palestinians’ lives. Unlike the years before Oslo, almost nobody visits the West Bank anymore, and Palestinians don’t enter Israel. For most Israelis, the Palestinian problem is an abstract concept, almost imaginary. The drive from some Tel Aviv suburbs to the nearest Palestinian city takes about 10 minutes, but these are two separate worlds.53



I’m reminded of a comment by Israel’s Defence Minister and former prime minister Ehud Barak, who when on the campaign trail in 1999 was asked on a television talk-show what he would have done if he’d been born a Palestinian. ‘Join a fighting organization’ was his honest answer.54

The Israel that largely appears in our media—peace-loving, determined to find a compromise with the Palestinians, and democratic—does not exist.55

There is now increasing support for a one-state solution, partly because of the failure of real progress in establishing two separate states. Even American writer Leonard Fein, a significant mainstream Jewish promoter of the two-state solution, agreed in April 2009 that those pushing for such an outcome ‘now seem increasingly quaint, forlorn’.56 Whereas once the Zionist idea was viewed as ‘bold’, it’s now increasingly difficult to reconcile liberal ideals with the demand for a Jewish state. ‘Those who cling to the two-state idea … increasingly resemble, and feel like, a balloon with a slow but accelerating leak’, Fein wrote. Supporters of the idea must answer the following question: how can anybody who believes in true democracy advocate for a nation that would remain ethnically discriminatory?57

The split between image and reality in Israel was dramatically revealed in late 2008 with a pipe-bomb attack at the Jerusalem home of Holocaust survivor and vocal leftist occupation opponent Zeev Sternhell. He called it an ‘act of Jewish terrorism’, committed by far-right West Bank settlers. Jewish violence against Palestinians in the territories is frequent, but this signalled a worrying development. He told Haaretz that the ‘semi-autonomous state’ in the West Bank was killing his country. ‘Whoever fails to enforce the law and protect the Palestinians from the settlers who attack them is cooperating with the hooligans and lawbreakers’, he warned.58 A defender of the two-state solution, he wrote in Haaretz that ‘if Israeli society is unable to muster the courage necessary to put an end to the settlements, the settlements will put an end to the state of the Jews and will turn it into a bi-national state’.59

The vast majority of Israeli Jews and the Jewish Diaspora oppose talk about a one-state solution because it would mean the end of the Jewish nation. As Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics found in May 2009, the Israeli government ruled over 11.43 million people, a slim majority of whom were non-Jews, suggesting that Israel was already struggling to maintain a Jewish majority.60

I welcome a one-state solution because it is based on truly democratic ideals. One person should equal one vote. Despite the inevitable obstacles, a one-state solution would be an effective way to address the historical injustice against the Palestinians that emerged in 1948. I’ve finally realised this after years of debate and thought.61 Addressing the needs of both Israelis and Palestinians and allowing an effective power-sharing government would produce, in time, a more democratic outcome. It would be difficult, but the alternatives are the maintenance of the current status quo—forced separation and lawlessness in the West Bank—and a two-state solution, which has become impossible for political and practical reasons. Simply repeating the two-state mantra will not make it any more workable.

During the apartheid years, many white South Africans also voiced their opposition to allowing the black majority to rule over them. Similar arguments are being made today by the Zionist community. A number of South African anti-apartheid activists, judges and politicians visited the West Bank in July 2008 and concluded that the situation was in fact worse than anything they suffered. Fatima Hassan, a leading South African human rights lawyer, told the London Independent that ‘the issue of separate roads, [different registration] of cars driven by different nationalities, the indignity of producing a permit any time a soldier asks for it, and of waiting in long queues in the boiling sun at checkpoints just to enter your own city, I think is worse than what we experienced during apartheid’.62 South African Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu had already made the comparison in late 2007 during a conference in Boston, also attended by Noam Chomsky, an event that hardline Zionist groups tried to stop on the grounds of the organiser’s supposed ‘anti-Judaic’ bias.63

Many white South Africans finally recognised, after both internal and external pressure, that the only way to guarantee South Africa’s long-term legitimacy and global support was to integrate and participate in a South African state that recognised the full democratic rights of all its citizens. The challenge in the Middle East isn’t therefore to choose between the tired two-state formula and a one-state solution—today’s reality is already that of an unofficial binational state—but for the Western world to explain how a two-state solution would be feasible. Even a casual observer can see that the 500 000 settlers currently living illegally in the West Bank have killed the two-state possibilities.

These facts aren’t recited to incite hatred against the Jewish state but to highlight the need to describe the conflict honestly. The country’s sixtieth anniversary in May 2008 was a unique opportunity to track the mood of its inhabitants.64 Perhaps a New York Times headline summarised the sentiment best: ‘For Israelis, an anniversary. For Palestinians, a Nakba [catastrophe]’.65 Countless American Zionist commentators celebrated the event—typically, the further away from Israel, the more enthusiastic the columnist was for the importance and democracy of the state66—but unease was close to the surface. British Independent columnist Johann Hari didn’t mince his words: ‘How did a Jewish state founded 60 years ago with a promise to be “a light unto the nations” end up flinging its filth [in the West Bank] at a cowering Palestinian population?’67 Many Israelis were not celebrating. Endemic corruption, rising unemployment and poverty, and conflict with their neighbours all heralded a bleak future.

Contemporary Zionism still sees the Palestinians as an obstacle to its own ideals rather than a people with legitimate claims to the land. Even acknowledging the events of 1948 is too much for many Jews (not unlike the Turkish refusal to accept their crucial role in genocide against the Armenians in the early twentieth century). When London’s Barbican Arts Centre hosted a show called Homeland Lost in 2008, featuring photographs of Arab refugees who were displaced from their homes in Palestine in 1948, the Zionist lobby reacted with outrage. ‘The exhibition contains historical distortions which have the effect of demonising Israel’, said one.68 The mainstream Jewish establishment was clearly not ready to acknowledge the price paid by the Palestinians for their state’s existence, facts uncovered by any number of Israeli historians. It was historical denial of the most pernicious kind.
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Recent years have seen a growing global movement of Jewish dissent against Israeli policies. This book examines the reasons in depth, but any number of recent examples prove that this movement exists no longer solely on the margins. The United Kingdom has seen some of the most interesting developments. When Jewish Labour MP Sir Gerald Kaufman stood up in the British parliament in January 2009, during the Gaza war, and accused the Israeli government of ‘ruthlessly and cynically exploiting guilt among gentiles over the slaughter of Jews in the Holocaust as justification for their murder of Palestinians’, he spoke for many, myself included.69

It was equally pleasing to see the growing number of Jews standing up collectively and in public, keen to shake off the persecution complex.70 ‘For many Jews today, Israel is not a normal state’, wrote one of the founders of Independent Jewish Voices, Brian Klug, during the Gaza onslaught. ‘It is a cause or ideal. Or idol.’71 Some Jews were physically attacked in the United Kingdom for simply protesting Israel’s war in Gaza.72

Tolerance for Jewish dissent is rising but nevertheless remains low in the mainstream Jewish community. Witness the British Zionist Federation’s cancellation of a talk by leading Haaretz editor Danny Rubinstein in late 2007 for daring to call Israel an ‘apartheid state’.73 ‘I am not apologising for what I said’, Rubinstein told a crowd on 3 September 2007 at the New North London Synagogue. ‘People do use the word “apartheid” in my circles. My newspaper increasingly uses that word. This is nothing new.’ The BBC’s Middle East editor Jeremy Bowen also incurred the wrath of the Zionist lobby when the BBC Trust released a report in April 2009 that found he had ‘breached rules on impartiality’ for simply writing on the anniversary of the 1967 Six Day War of ‘Zionism’s innate instinct to push out the frontier’.74 How else to describe the never-ending expansion of the West Bank settlements? The history of Zionism documented in this book lays out overwhelming evidence to support Bowen’s innocuous comment. But these slaps on the wrist were a warning: truth in Middle East reporting was still subject to intense and bullying Zionist lobbying to obscure the facts.

More significant shifts have occurred in the USA. According to a study released in late 2007, young American Jews are feeling increasingly disconnected from Israel. Less than half of Jews under the age of thirty-five (48 per cent) believed Israel’s destruction would be a personal tragedy (though support for the Jewish state increased as they got older). ‘Who would believe that only 60 years after the Holocaust so many of our own people are not connected to the Jewish state?’, lamented the chairman of the Jewish Agency for Israel, Ze’ev Bielski, oblivious to the fact that Jewish identity could be separated from Zionism.75 By 2009, with Bielski now a member of the Israeli Knesset, concern had turned into outright fear. ‘Jewish birthrates are in decline. Assimilation and intermarriage reaching stratospheric proportions—50% in North America’, he wrote.76

A growing number of Jews no longer saw the need to give unconditional support to the concept of a racially discriminatory state in the Middle East simply because they were Jewish. Their identity was a far more complex beast. Instead of seriously addressing the reasons for this dissatisfaction, prominent Jewish leaders, such as Australian-born Isi Leibler, merely blamed ‘Jewish defamers’ and the emergence of Jewish ‘communal platforms for Jews to delegitimise the Jewish state’.77 It was a novel twist on the age-old ‘blame the Jews’ canard. A possible reason for the shift, wrote leading Jewish American blogger Ezra Klein, was that ‘the sense of continued threat and acute vulnerability that is the abiding companion of older Jews is increasingly absent from younger Jews’.78

Jewish dissent in the USA in response to the Gaza war was notable for its strength and signalled a further split in Jewish opinion.79 It’s true that the editor of the New Republic magazine, Marty Peretz, expressed his support for the war by warning Palestinians, after the first Israeli bombing in Gaza of Palestinian non-combatant policemen, not to ‘fuck with the Jews’,80 and the New York Times editorialised that the overwhelming force was ‘defensive’.81 But other vocal Jews challenged this thinking. A coalition of American rabbis and other religious and cultural figures bought a full-page ad in the New York Times to call for a ceasefire, and leading playwright Tony Kushner labelled the onslaught ‘catastrophically misguided and incomprehensible policy’. Some of the most popular young bloggers in the country, Jews such as Salon’s Glenn Greenwald and Think Progress’s Matthew Yglesias, wrote stridently against the war. Israel’s shameful human rights record could simply not be defended unconditionally anymore.82

Something shifted in the USA with the election of Obama in late 2008 in the wake of eight destructive years of the Bush administration.83

In one of the first signs of a change in direction, Obama appointed George Mitchell as his Middle East envoy—a central figure in resolving the Northern Ireland troubles—and upset the hardline Zionist lobby by being ‘meticulously even-handed’ in the region.84 At the time of writing, the Obama administration has placed intense pressure on the Israeli government to halt settlement activities and to embrace the Arab Peace Initiative—acceptance of a Jewish state based on 1967 borders in return for the recognition of the Arab world—though talk is cheap in the Middle East. As US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton declared, the US administration ‘wants to see a stop to the settlements. Not some settlements, not outposts, not natural growth exceptions’.85 Obama himself ruled out imposing a timeline for his peace initiatives but insisted, during the May 2009 Washington visit of Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, that Israeli intransigence on settlements endangered the USA’s security and reputation. Rumours later emerged that Obama’s vision for a Palestinian state would be a demilitarised entity.86 Encouragingly, Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu was starting to feel some pressure. ‘What the hell do they want from me?’ he asked in response.87 Obama stepped up the pressure with a major speech in Cairo in June 2009, where the US President talked about re-setting his country’s relationship with the Muslim world. He acknowledged the trauma of the Jewish Holocaust but also the ’undeniable’ suffering of the Palestinians ‘for more than sixty years’. Obama stressed that ‘the situation for the Palestinian people is intolerable’, highlighted the ‘daily humiliations … that come with occupation’ and again stressed the necessity of a two-state solution requiring the freezing of Israeli settlements. The speech was a difficult balancing act.
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A Jewish voice that constantly challenges modern Zionism is that of Avraham Burg, former speaker of the Knesset. After the release of his 2008 book The Holocaust is over: we must rise from its ashes, he wrote in the Los Angeles Times that the Jewish state was destined to fail until it abandoned the ‘“everything is Auschwitz” mentality and substitute it for an impulse toward liberty and democracy’.88 Sadly, there is ample evidence to prove Israel is moving in exactly the wrong direction.

Indeed, the 2009 election of a hardline Binyamin Netanyahu government signalled exactly where Israel was heading.89 It was the first Knesset since 1967 that included no Jewish MP completely committed to ending the occupation.90 Appointing Avigdor Lieberman—a Russian immigrant, former nightclub bouncer and onetime member of the banned fascist party Kach91—as Foreign Minister was a provocative move. Lieberman, whose group Yisrael Beiteinu became the third biggest party in the 2009 election, represents the true face of a sizeable Israeli minority. One supporter of Lieberman’s party told Haaretz before the 2009 election that when he and others shout ‘Death to the Arabs’, ‘they mean death to those who support terror’.92 The party proposed a law in May 2009 that aimed to outlaw Arabs for annually commemorating the Nakba.93

At that time both Netanyahu and Lieberman shunned the idea of a two-state solution—though every major Israeli party talked about ‘two states for two peoples’, they did everything in their power to expand settlements and to make that solution impossible—and encouraged ‘economic peace’ with the Palestinians.94 Lieberman wanted all Israeli citizens to sign an oath of allegiance to the Jewish state in a clear bid to curtail the power of Israeli Arabs.95 He talked about a nuclear strike on Hamas in Gaza. ‘We must continue to fight Hamas just like the United States did with the Japanese in World War II’, he said during the 2009 Gaza war.96 He told a Russian paper in April 2009 that the Jewish state regarded its relationship with Washington as very straightforward. ‘Believe me, America accepts all our decisions’, he stated.97

Soon after the annual AIPAC conference in May 2009— where delegates, Israeli politicians and most of the many US politicians who attended talked almost exclusively about the ‘threat’ from Iran98—the media were filled with reports that indicated a split between the Netanyahu government and the Obama administration over Middle East priorities.99 Netanyahu responded to Obama’s Cairo speech in June 2009 a week later with a speech of his own. Having blocked any prospect of a two-state solution since being re-elected Prime Minister, he now called for the establishment of a limited, demilitarised Palestinian state. His conditions, however, were farcical: no division of Jerusalem, no right of return, no cessation of ‘natural growth’ in West Bank settlements and Palestinian acceptance of Israel as the ‘nation-state of the Jewish people’. He also continued to insist that Israel will build more colonies in the West Bank. Palestinians responded angrily. ‘Netanyahu’s speech closed the door to permanent status negotiations’, senior Palestinian official Saeb Erekat said. ‘We ask the world not to be fooled by his use of the term Palestinian state because he qualified it. He declared Jerusalem the capital of Israel, said refugees would not be negotiated and that settlements would remain.’100

The Netanyahu government had formulated a justification for not moving forward on any serious peace negotiations with the Palestinians (despite the Obama administration’s insistence that they do):101 until Washington managed Iran’s nuclear program and challenged the Islamic Republic’s growing regional influence, peace with the Palestinians was a secondary concern.102 The Western media were filled with stories of the Israeli military preparing for a military strike against Iran.103 ‘The Obama presidency has two great missions’, Netanyahu told the Atlantic’s Jeffrey Goldberg: ‘Fixing the economy and preventing Iran from gaining nuclear weapons’.104 This was confirmed by Obama’s chief of staff, Rahm Emmanuel, who was reported to have told a senior US Jewish leader that Washington would assist in dismantling the Iranian ‘nuclear threat’ in return for the evacuation of West Bank settlements. Emmanuel explained: ‘Over the next four years there will be a permanent agreement between Israel and the Palestinians on the basis of two states and we don’t particularly care who will be the Prime Minister’.105

In the Arab world, the US-backed dictator King Abdullah of Jordan told an audience in Washington that they simply wouldn’t accept any more excuses. The Jewish state could ‘integrate into the region … or remain fortress Israel, isolated, holding itself and the entire region hostage to continued confrontation’.106 The Secretary General of the Arab League, Amr Moussa, warned Israel in May 2009 that their patience was running out. ‘If Israel continues not to accept solving the Palestinian issue on the basis of a two-state solution’, he said, ‘then the other option before us is one democratic state in which Muslims, Christians and Jews live side-by-side enjoying the same rights’.107

[image:  Image]

This book is a serious attempt to understand the future direction of the Middle East and the steps required to bring peace. There are no definite answers here but an ongoing conversation with countless Jews, Arabs, Palestinians, Muslims, Christians, thinkers, journalists and citizens across the world. Crucial questions are asked. What is the role of Zionism in the conflict? How does the Zionist lobby influence the media and political policy in the West? What has been the effect of the illegal occupation of the West Bank and Gaza for over forty years? As a liberal, atheist, anti-Zionist Jew based in Sydney, Australia, I believe these issues receive far too little coverage in the mainstream media and Jewish community. As soon as I started publishing my first substantial pieces on this issue in 2003, I discovered that the Zionist establishment had too much invested in its image of a utopian Israel to tolerate dissent. This must change.

The book also charts my personal development on this issue. When the book was first released in 2006, I talked cautiously, though not enthusiastically, about a two-state solution. I took seriously the words of Haaretz journalist Gideon Levy, who told me in Israel that although he believed in a one-state solution, it was advisable and probably more achievable to start with a two-state resolution and then move forward. I wonder what he thinks about this now.

Today I reject the illusion that a two-state solution could work and embrace a one-state outcome. It has been a long and painful journey to arrive at this point, but I believe it is the only truly just and democratic answer.108 There are many variations on this idea, but I like the version outlined in the One State Declaration, issued in 2007 and signed by many prominent Palestinians and anti-Zionist Jews.109 One of its central principles is ‘The creation of a non-sectarian state that does not privilege the rights of one ethnic or religious group over another and that respects the separation from all organised religion’. A two-state solution, regardless of the impossibility of now practically achieving it, could never provide this.110

I was personally struck by the words of Haneen Zoubi, the first woman elected to the Israeli parliament on an Arab ticket. During her visit to Australia in May 2009, she said to me that she simply could never accept the concept of a Zionist state as, by definition, it discriminated against non-Jews. As a secular feminist, she wanted a democratic state for all Israel’s citizens. ‘I am very much a Palestinian, but I do not want a state with special privileges for Palestinians’, she told the Age. ‘How could I support a movement [Zionism] that, by design, excludes me? My struggle is for a state that governs for all of its citizens, not one that discriminates against people because they are not Jewish.’111

To those who argue that a one-state solution seems impractical and unrealistic in the current political climate—given the insistence of the Western world and Jewish Diaspora on maintaining a Jewish state—I would point out that the global consensus is starting to shift because of Israeli failure to cease colonial expansion. Neither a two-state nor one-state formulation is likely to be imminent, though the fact that advocacy for a one-state solution is spreading from fringe academic circles to the mainstream is inevitable after decades of empty two-state slogans. An international BDS campaign is therefore necessary and timely to remind political and media elites that the never-ending occupation will now experience non-violent resistance. Leading Jewish Canadian writer Naomi Klein articulated this during the recent Gaza war. ‘The best strategy to end the increasingly bloody occupation is for Israel to become the target of the kind of global movement that put an end to apartheid in South Africa’, she wrote.112 Klein affirmed this position during her visit to Palestine in June 2009.

Klein acknowledged the challenges ahead but argued that ‘when carrots don’t work, sticks are needed’. She noted that one of the major reasons for pushing the BDS campaign was to demonstrate ‘basic solidarity’ with the many Palestinian groups, political parties, labour unions (particularly in South Africa) and community groups who backed the movement. ‘For justice to come’, Klein said, ‘the status-quo [for Israelis] will have to first become uncomfortable’.113 I believe that these sentiments are both morally and practically consistent, and should be adopted. The Gaza war has only increased their validity.

This book is by a humanist Jew. Our history of persecution should help us to better understand the importance of racial tolerance, yet these values are an anathema in present-day Israel.

It is time for a radical reassessment of established ‘truths’.

Antony Loewenstein
July 2009



GETTING PERSONAL ABOUT ISRAEL




1

THE ASHRAWI SCANDAL



Remember the solidarity here and everywhere in Latin America, Africa, Europe, Asia and Australia, and remember that there is a cause to which many people have committed themselves, difficulties and terrible obstacles notwithstanding. Why? Because it is a just cause, a noble ideal, a moral quest for equality and human rights.

Edward Said, 20031

HANAN ASHRAWI IS a Palestinian and an advocate of the Palestinian cause, an intellectual and a moderate who once served in Yasser Arafat’s Palestinian Cabinet, but resigned complaining of corruption in its ranks. A resident of the West Bank city of Ramallah, Ashrawi is Christian and a feminist activist, and has worked for more than 30 years for the establishment of an independent Palestinian state. Like another prominent Arab intellectual, the late Edward Said, she is able to address Western audiences on their own terms.

In 2003, Ashrawi was named as the sixth recipient of the Sydney Peace Prize, and a noisy controversy broke out in Australia. Opponents of her selection fought a battle both in the news media and behind the scenes to stop Bob Carr, the Premier of New South Wales, from presenting the Palestinian with her award. When Ashrawi finally arrived in Sydney to accept her award, she commented that she had never before faced such a barrage of abuse, distortions and slander from the Zionist lobby.2

Serious questions remain about the lobbying that occurred during the Ashrawi affair, and the role of this kind of behaviour in Australian democracy. At the heart of the controversy was the political and military situation in Israel–Palestine, and the way in which this fraught conflict is represented in the West. The saga of the 2003 Sydney Peace Prize is a fascinating case study of the operation of the Zionist lobby in this country. For me, it also represented the start of a journey into personal controversy, which led me to question the way the debate about Israel is presented in Australia, and ultimately to write this book. Looking deeper into the Ashrawi scandal, I became determined to challenge the Zionist reading of the conflict and to present an alternative perspective. I also felt obliged to defend a moderate Palestinian from politically motivated slurs.

The prize

Established in 1997, the Sydney Peace Prize aims to honour people who have made an outstanding contribution to advancing human rights, including contributions ‘to building democracies within organisations and government’ and ‘support for the philosophy and practice of non-violence’. The prize is worth A$50 000 and in 2003 was financially supported by the City of Sydney, mining giant Rio Tinto, finance corporation Citigroup, legal firm Gilbert & Tobin, and Kerry Packer’s publicly listed company PBL. An executive committee selects the winner, and other recipients include Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Xanana Gusmao, Sir William Deane, Mary Robinson and Arundhati Roy.

Announcing Hanan Ashrawi’s award in August 2003, the director of the Sydney Peace Foundation, Emeritus Professor Stuart Rees AM, director of the Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies at the University of Sydney and author of several books on peace and conflict resolution, wrote that Ashrawi had been ‘a leader in dialogue with Israelis, with Americans, Europeans and within Palestinian communities. Her life and work are distinguished by her courage and the spiritual strength required to negotiate just outcomes to personal, national and international conflicts’. The Sydney Morning Herald (SMH), announcing her selection,3 featured messages of support for Ashrawi from Mary Robinson and Desmond Tutu. ‘No one could be more deserving of this prestigious award’, Tutu said. The newspaper’s story also presented a number of dissenting views, including one from Jeremy Jones,4 president of Executive Council of Australian Jewry (ECAJ), which hinted at the trouble that lay ahead. Jones said the Sydney Peace Foundation had been ‘blinded by celebrity’, and he accused the Palestinian of being ‘an old style propagandist’.

It was not long before the Australian Jewish News (AJN), Australia’s mainstream Jewish weekly newspaper, entered the debate. On 5 September, the paper reported that the New South Wales Jewish Board of Deputies (NSW JBD)—the official umbrella body of that state’s Jewish community—would consult with various Jewish groups to determine an appropriate response. President of the NSW JBD, Stephen Rothman, argued that Ashrawi was an unsuitable recipient of the award, and suggested that the Sydney Peace Foundation ‘has sought to be provocative in order to engender greater publicity than would otherwise be the case, and we are mindful that anything we do ought not to encourage such an approach’.

On 23 September, AJN journalist Allon Lee contacted Bob Carr’s director of communications, Walt Secord, questioning the premier’s attitude to the award. Lee’s email read like a prepared script and included false claims such as ‘Ashrawi doesn’t support a two-state solution’ and ‘she rarely condemns violence against Israelis’. This email signalled the start of a concerted campaign to convince Carr not to present the award to Ashrawi. It concluded:

 


Question: Does Premier Bob Carr feel comfortable presenting a peace prize awarded to an individual who, it is claimed, has expressed sentiments and supported actions of a violent nature up until the present time, especially in light of Premier Carr’s comments that ‘until you [the Palestinians] chase out the murderers in your midst, and people who detonate bombs who take innocent lives, then there won’t be a peace process’?



Within weeks virtually every mainstream Jewish organisation was expressing its opposition to the award. The Australia/Israel and Jewish Affairs Council (AIJAC) shouted the loudest. A staunchly Zionist lobby group with strong ties to the Liberal Party and Australian Labor Party (ALP), the Melbourne-based organisation is arguably the most effective Australian lobby group against Palestinian advocacy of any kind. Executive director Colin Rubenstein and national chairman Mark Leibler are both close to the Howard government. In the years since the attacks on September 11 2001, they have strongly advocated strengthening anti-terror laws, invading Iraq and warning Iran, all policies shared by John Howard and his senior ministers.

Almost from the outset of the Ashrawi affair, the most extreme objections to the award originated in Melbourne’s Jewish community, with Sydney providing a more conciliatory tone. The Jewish leadership in both cities shared a similar goal, but their strategies differed. Melbourne (and AIJAC in particular) favoured a more direct, even aggressive, approach, apparently hoping to shame Ashrawi supporters into changing their views. They sought to bully Rees, the Sydney Peace Foundation, politicians, journalists and the broader Jewish community. Attempting to convince Bob Carr to withdraw from the presentation, Mark Leibler commented bluntly in AJN in late September: ‘[Carr] is a friend of Israel and the Jewish community. It is a mistake of judgement. I wonder to what extent he was properly briefed’.

Ashrawi’s record: the allegations and the facts

Opponents of Ashrawi’s award repeatedly described her selection as ill informed. Yet the same criticism could be levelled at them, for few of the combatants in the controversy seem to have seriously investigated the public record to assess her worthiness for the prize.

In early October, Sam Lipski, a prominent former AJN editor, used his regular column space in the paper to attack Ashrawi’s record, accusing her of being an ‘absolutist and rejectionist’ in relation to the conflict, and someone who ultimately believes that Israel has no place in the Middle East. This is demonstrably untrue. He claimed that Ashrawi’s stance is little different from that of Hamas and the Islamists because she believes ‘Israel itself— not the occupation, not the settlers, not the borders—is the problem’. In fact, she has principally campaigned against the occupation since 1967, forming Miftah, a Palestinian group pushing for human rights, in 1998.5 Lipski also suggested that Ashrawi had described the Holocaust as a ‘deceitful myth’, a claim that he retracted in the following issue: ‘I have subsequently been advised that [she] did not make the statement’.6 Lipski’s stature in the community gave Ashrawi’s enemies traction they didn’t deserve. After all, the false allegation that she denies six million Jewish deaths in the Holocaust and the right of Israel to exist struck at the very heart of Australian Jewish belief.

Ashrawi has long believed in peaceful coexistence between Jews and Palestinians.7 She identifies Israel’s continued occupation of most of the territories it seized in the 1967 Six Day War as the main source of Palestinian angst, and believes that legitimate resistance is both acceptable and just. She has described Palestinian demands for only a fraction of mandate Palestine as a ‘historic compromise’,8 and calls for Israel to cease building settlements and to return stolen land. Her critics refuse to accept Ashrawi’s central claim: that Israel must acknowledge its role in Palestinian dispossession.9 While she served in Yasser Arafat’s Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) Cabinet in a variety of roles, she has remained independent and has won a seat for the ‘Third Way’ Party in the 2006 Palestinian elections.

Ashrawi is also critical of most US-led peace initiatives. ‘The Palestinian people feel victimised by this “peace process”’, she said in 2000. ‘The “process” is reinvented all the time to suit Israel. And America thinks as long as there is a “process”, God is in his heaven. Now the Americans are indulging in crisis management and individual legacies—the people in Washington have come to the end of their careers’.10 She once observed—accurately, as it turned out—that the Oslo Accords ‘could lead to a disaster or a state. It’s not an agreement, remember. It says specifically that it is a “declaration of principles”’.

Her public statements are those of a passionate defender of the Palestinian cause, and reveal her fierce anger towards a Western media that often blame the victims for the region’s troubles and for Israel’s belligerence. Her critics have used her anger against her, citing it as evidence that she hates Israel. She has even been labelled an ‘Arab apologist for terrorism’.11 Ashrawi refuses to accept the ‘myth of the generous offer, with a typical patronising mentality of the occupier against the occupied: You have to be grateful for whatever we dish out’.12 Such proud Palestinian nationalism strikes at the heart of Zionist myths and presumptions.

Yet Yasser Arafat’s death in November 2004 cast an interesting light on the nuances of Ashrawi’s attitude, and on her role as a voice of caution and moderation in the political, diplomatic and military conduct of the Palestinian cause. In an interview with the eminent Middle East correspondent Robert Fisk, Ashrawi reveals her willingness to stand up and question the status quo:

 


‘I was the only one who would call him up and say he was wrong,’ she told me. ‘I would say, “Mr. Chairman, this is wrong, this will not work.” And after, his advisers would come to me and say, “How can you speak to the Chairman like that? How dare you criticize him.” But someone had to.’13



It was clear that Ashrawi sees herself as someone who will not blindly follow the Palestinian program.

Nevertheless, she was publicly loyal to the elected Palestinian leader. In the days before Arafat’s death, Ashrawi spoke to the ABC’s Lateline program and praised Arafat in the face of US and Israeli isolation. She highlighted the Israeli and US mistake of blaming the failed peace process on Arafat alone. ‘The Americans took their cue from Sharon and decided to ostracise Arafat’, she said, ‘even though they claim to be democratic, but they refuse to accept the democratic choice of the people who freely elected President Arafat’.14

The controversy erupts

Within weeks, the row over Ashrawi’s award was being reported in the national press and in Sydney and Melbourne’s daily papers.15 On 13 October, in his weekly column in the Australian, political commentator Glenn Milne reiterated the Jewish community’s deep misgivings in relation to Ashrawi.16 Taking his cue from a recent AIJAC press release—even copying significant quotes—Milne warned Bob Carr of the consequences if he presided at the awards ceremony, namely Jewish community displeasure with the ALP. Carr has said since that former ALP powerbroker Laurie Brereton advised him to stand firm in the face of this lobbying. ‘It’s very important that you don’t be seen to pull out of this’, Brereton reportedly told Carr. Brereton claimed that AIJAC’s Colin Ruben-stein had his ‘hand all over this’.17

But AIJAC wasn’t the only part of the Zionist lobby getting busy. On 22 October, Sydney’s Mayor, Lucy Turnbull, withdrew the City of Sydney’s support for the Peace Prize, arguing that Ashrawi was an unsuitable choice. In a letter sent to Professor Stuart Rees, Turnbull cited many problems with Ashrawi, including her ‘opposition to the “Road Map to Peace”’ and her voting ‘against the Oslo Peace Accord and a two-state solution in the Middle East’. The SMH reported rumours that Lucy Turnbull’s decision was influenced by her husband Malcolm Turnbull’s bid for Liberal preselection in Wentworth, a federal seat in Sydney, which reportedly has the second highest percentage of Jews in the country. Professor Rees claimed that ‘the row was being used against [Turnbull’s] campaign to win … preselection’. The SMH also reported that the other corporate sponsors continued to support the award.

However, over the following weeks all the sponsors were targeted, and Rees himself soon received a barrage of abuse. Hundred of letters were sent to his office, and the ferocity of some calls and emails suggested a coordinated campaign to stifle any views that were opposed to the dominant Zionist line. Photographs of dead babies, presumably killed by suicide bombers, landed on his desk with the message ‘Are you a party to this?’ Some emails asked how Rees could live with his conscience.

The most revealing piece of journalism published during the affair was by SMH columnist Alan Ramsey. On 25 October, he exposed an alleged campaign, orchestrated by unnamed powerful figures, which had targeted Lucy Turnbull, the University of Sydney, Stuart Rees and the prize’s corporate sponsors. Kathryn Greiner, wife of former Liberal premier Nick Greiner, was chairwoman of the Sydney Peace Foundation. Ramsey’s column featured a transcript of a phone conversation between her and Rees,18 which included discussion of the possible ramifications if the foundation continued its support of Ashrawi:

 


Kathryn Greiner: ‘I have to speak logically. It is either Hanan Ashrawi or the Peace Foundation. That’s our choice, Stuart. My distinct impression is that if you persist in having her here, they’ll destroy you.’ 



Stuart Rees: ‘You must be joking. We’ve been over this a hundred times. We consulted widely. We agreed the jury’s decision, made over a year ago, was not only unanimous but that we would support it, together.’



KG: ‘But listen, I’m trying to present the logic of this. They’ll destroy what you’ve worked for. They are determined to show we made a bad choice. I think it’s [billionaire businessman] Frank Lowy’s money.’



SR: ‘I won’t be subject to bullying and intimidation. We are being threatened by members of a powerful group who think they have an entitlement to tell others what to do. This opposition is orchestrated. The arguments are all the same.’



Ramsey’s column exposed the threats and intimidation that occur when a Palestinian gains international credibility and presents an alternative reading of the conflict. After the column appeared, Greiner refused to comment.19 Lowy did likewise, until the end of November, when he admitted to calling Carr to ask why he had supported Ashrawi.20 He said he’d disagreed with Carr on his stance and refused to speculate whether he would act differently if ‘another Palestinian advocate’ were awarded a similar prize.

This would not be the last time that Frank Lowy’s name would come up in relation to lobbying around the prize. Lowy, a billionaire Jewish businessman who arrived penniless in Australia from Israel—where he had fought in the Jewish underground in Palestine, the Haganah—is chairman and co-founder of the global shopping giant Westfield. He was a board member of the Reserve Bank of Australia (1995–2005), heads the Football Federation Australia Limited and is a strong advocate for Israel. He founded the Lowy Institute for International Policy in 2002 as a gift to his ‘adopted country’.21 Carr has described him as Australia’s most successful immigrant.22

Two days after Ramsey’s column appeared, Malcolm Turnbull indignantly denied the suggestion that his own political battles had influenced his wife’s decision to withdraw the city’s support for the Sydney Peace Prize. ‘Lucy’s critics do not countenance for a second that she’s exercised independent judgement or independent intellect or conscience’, he told the SMH. ‘She’s either a pawn of her husband or the pawn of the Jewish lobby. And that is both misogynistic and anti-Semitic, and it’s sickening.’ (In a letter to the editor, a reader asked, ‘How can Malcolm Turnbull brand comments by Professor Stuart Rees as “misogynistic and anti-Semitic”, when this year’s winner is a woman and a Semite?’23)

The paper reported that Lucy Turnbull denied experiencing pressure from Zionist groups, but acknowledged that Frank Lowy had congratulated her on her stance: ‘He said, “thank you for being so brave and supporting us. We’re very worried about Hanan Ashrawi winning the Peace Prize.” Well, I did a lot of work on this, Frank, and thought it was the right thing to do’. She went on: ‘What became very clear to me is that she [Ashrawi] is a very strong proponent and polemicist for the Palestinian cause’.

Malcolm Turnbull went on to win his preselection battle (and the seat). Months later, when he began his election campaign in Wentworth, he spoke at the Jewish National Fund in Melbourne, an organisation dedicated to providing infrastructure and trees for Israel. While accepting and defending Israeli government tactics, he continued to defend his wife’s actions over Ashrawi: ‘Lucy is not anti-Palestinian. But Lucy, like many others (Jews and gentiles) who considered the matter objectively, recognised Dr Ashrawi as an effective but often savage spokesperson for one side in an increasingly bitter struggle’.24

On 28 October, the federal Minister for Health, Tony Abbott, entered the Ashrawi debate by suggesting she was an unsuitable recipient because ‘she has not been active in promoting the road map [for peace]’.25 He argued for stronger ties between Israel and Western democracies as ‘September 11 demonstrated that Israel and the West not only have common values but also share vulnerability to similar enemies’. Responding to Ashrawi’s supporters in Australia and to critics of Israeli actions in the occupied territories, Abbott pushed for a black and white reading of the situation: ‘What is it, then, to proclaim moral equivalence between an Israeli leadership striving to preserve a liberal, pluralist democracy and a Palestinian leadership running a one-party statelet dedicated to destroying its neighbour?’

Although the Prime Minister, John Howard, and the Minister for Foreign Affairs, Alexander Downer, also publicly expressed their reservations about the award, Abbott offered one of the strongest repudiations of Ashrawi by a member of the federal government. His position on Israel is similar to the views of many of his Liberal colleagues. Although he has rarely commented on the subject publicly, he sympathises with Israel and with its post–September 11 fight against ‘terrorism’. ‘When the passenger jets tore into the World Trade Center and the bombs ripped through Bali night clubs’, he told the Victorian Zionist Council, ‘the rest of the Western world began to experience what it has long meant to be an Israeli. Far from demonstrating the dire consequences of supporting Israel, these atrocities reveal the extent to which Westerners are all Israelis now’.26

Online political magazine Crikey reported that, after making this speech, Abbott joked that Colin Rubenstein had vetted it, asking, ‘Did I get anything wrong? Colin, you better correct it so I get the script right’.27 The Australian asked Abbott why he had consulted Rubenstein and he said he had ‘asked Colin to have a look at the speech on the Middle East because he’s an expert in a way I’m not’. Abbott surely knew what suggestions Rubenstein would make.

ABC Radio’s Religion Report weighed into the debate on 29 October, when presenter Stephen Crittenden spoke to Yael Dayan, member of the left-wing Meretz Party in the Israeli Knesset and daughter of the famous Israeli general Moshe Dayan. Dayan defended Ashrawi, saying that it was ‘more difficult to be a Palestinian peacemaker than an Israeli peacemaker’:

 


The fact is that Israel is also doing some immoral things, and we are doing selected shooting, targeted shooting, and none of that’s denounced. It’s a war, and the question is whether we advance the dialogue towards peace. And this Hanan Ashrawi … she has some obstacles which we have to understand: being a woman in a patriarchal society, and being a Christian in a Muslim society, I think she’s very courageous, and she contributes quite a lot to the peace process.



Dayan’s statement of support was one of the few offered by a prominent Jew during the controversy—the media simply ignored other Israeli supporters of Ashrawi. Since the main debate within the local Jewish community was over tactics, Dayan’s comments are of special significance. Her desire not to demonise a Palestinian woman simply because of her background stands in stark contrast to the tenor of the local debate, in which the leading local Jewish organisations have demonstrated their unease with the prospect of any Palestinian winning a prize or being elevated to a position of influence.

The Religion Report also featured a statement on Ashrawi by the Committee for Accuracy in Middle East Reporting in America (CAMERA), a Jewish media-monitoring organisation based in the USA. Echoing the tone and attitude of many Australian critics of Ashrawi, the statement suggests actions to counter the media’s supposed love affair with the Palestinian advocate:

 


Action items: Whenever Hanan Ashrawi levels her usual charges, be ready to counter them. If a newspaper has published an op-ed by Ashrawi, write a brief letter to the editor, countering her main point. Also, let the op-ed editor know that Ashrawi brazenly distorts and misrepresents so many facts that it’s a disservice to readers to publish her [my italics]. If Ashrawi is on a broadcast that takes calls, phone in and factually challenge her assertions. Be sure to ask at the outset that she respond to your question, rather than launching into one of her patented filibusters.



The AIJAC also published a ‘fact sheet’ about Ashrawi, which includes claims that she frequently engages in anti-Israel rhetoric and is ‘not a moderate in any Western sense of the word’.28 The publication suggests that she is at ‘best ambiguous about a two-state solution’ and that her criticism of violence against Israelis is pragmatic rather than ethically motivated. In fact, she has questioned the validity of the US-imposed ‘peace-process’ because, as she told Robert Fisk in 2000,29

 


we are all being fed well-worn phrases: ‘peace process’, ‘back on track’, ’ceasefire’, ‘time-out’, ‘put an end to violence’, ‘Arafat to restrain/control his people’, ‘do we have the right peace partner?’ This is a racist way of looking at the Palestinians and it obscures the fact that we’ve suffered an Israeli occupation all along.



She also told Fisk that, while she was against suicide bombing, Palestinians nevertheless ‘want the right to resist occupation and injustice’. For the AIJAC, such statements prove her support for ‘terrorism’.

November brought a bizarre development. Splashed across the front page of the Australian was a story about a senior Australian army officer serving in Baghdad, Colonel Mike Kelly, who had written to Bob Carr arguing that the premier’s support of the award ‘encouraged the kind of terrorism that I and my colleagues in the Coalition Forces are engaged in fighting’. The email had been received by Carr’s office on 9 October. Kelly, a senior adviser to the forces in Iraq, wrote that, while he was a longstanding member of the ALP and a

 


staunch ALP voter … I find your action at the least naïve and misguided but in my opinion it amounts to a betrayal of the service personnel in the field, negating the sacrifices that are being made by them … It would be hard to explain to a solider here who has just lost both legs in a terrorist attack why an Australian State Premier (supposedly an ally in this war) has been in effect comforting the enemy.



Bob Carr responded tartly in the SMH on 3 November:



Mike Kelly ought to understand the mission. The Australian mission in Iraq is not to engage in a war with the Arab world or the Palestinians but to remove Saddam Hussein and find and destroy weapons of mass destruction … If he’s clanking around in colonel’s regalia [and] not understanding the mission of the Australian Government in Iraq, then he ought to read the Prime Minister’s speeches.30



Carr by this stage was certain that public opinion favoured even-handed treatment of Ashrawi. During an interview in November 2003, the premier told me that he had never before received such overwhelming public support on any issue: ‘Nobody has raised an issue with me as they raise the Ashrawi affair, in my entire premiership, or going back further, as leader of the Opposition. Forest controversies, urban planning controversies, tax rises for poker machines, electric privatisation or workers’ comp reform. This has been extraordinary’.

Certainly the letters-to-the-editor columns contained some of the most complex and thoughtful comments in the debate. On 27 October, Tony Cutcliffe, director of the independent think tank the Eureka Project, offered SMH readers this analysis of how the Israel–Palestine conflict played in the West:

 


The Palestinian people represented in Australia do not have the resources to be influential in the funding of political campaigns. Nor are they lucrative clients of law firms, banks and other big business. Nor do they have a voice … As a consequence, one half of the Middle East conflict remains unrepresented, and any clinical assessment of Israeli politics immediately becomes politically incorrect.



In the same issue, Peter Thomas called for calm to prevail:



While prejudice and bigotry are perpetuated, there will be no end to the misery and suffering [in Israel–Palestine]. I met many people [on a recent trip to Israel] who understand that neither side has a monopoly on the truth, that the problems are profoundly complex and that goodwill is essential. And so to return to Sydney to witness the Hanan Ashrawi debate against a background of petty local politics, grubby pressure groups and financial blackmail is a shaming experience.



Lowy again

On 1 November, Andrew Clark reported in the Australian Financial Review that Frank Lowy had called Bob Carr urging him to reconsider presenting the peace prize to Ashrawi. Carr denied that Lowy had requested him not to present the award, telling Channel 9’s Sunday that Lowy had ‘asked me why I was presenting the prize, why I’d reached the decision, but it was an absolutely courteous call. It was not a request for me not to do it’.31

Lowy later provided details of this private conversation on ABC Radio,32 and he confirmed Carr’s version of events, saying that he respected the difference of opinion with the New South Wales premier. He also wrote a letter to the SMH confirming that he was a ‘passionate’ supporter of Israel but denying the suggestion that his money or power was behind any intimidating tactics: ‘My money has nothing to do with the issue and I resent the suggestion that it has’.

On 2 November, Sunday aired a robust interview with Carr. Reporter Helen Dalley asked who had lobbied him to withdraw from the peace prize. When he refused to name anyone, Dalley pushed him: ‘Why does that have to be confidential? Someone who has private access to you that the rest of the community can’t know about, they can put a private view to you’. Carr said it didn’t matter, but Dalley persisted: ‘Well, it does matter, Mr Carr, doesn’t it, because that’s what’s become the controversy, about how ferocious the lobbying has been and who’s done it?’ Carr responded that the calls ‘weren’t demanding. It’s nothing unfair. We’re a robust democracy, people are entitled to have views’.

Channel 9, owned by PBL, was not afraid to investigate the source of the lobbying and the way in which Carr reacted to it. Despite Zionist groups putting some pressure on PBL management, the network’s flagship current affairs program seemed to be unaffected and was one of the few outlets that asked the right questions of Carr. A senior PBL executive and Sydney Peace Foundation Executive Committee member, James McLachlan, told me in December 2003 that the media organisation supported the prize and Ashrawi because it believed ‘Palestinian voices were marginalised in the media’ and because ‘most Australians see Palestinians as terrorists’. He told me that senior executives at PBL received calls of complaint from leading Zionist groups—he wouldn’t name them—demanding that the organisation condemn Ashrawi. PBL never hesitated in its support for the Peace Prize, he told me. Many of the allegations made against Ashrawi, McLachlan said, were ‘fabrications’, including the claim that she was a Holocaust denier.33

The other sponsors of the Sydney Peace Prize have also confirmed to me that they were put under pressure over the Ashrawi award, including receiving threatening emails and phone calls. Rio Tinto and Gilbert & Tobin received minimal protest, consisting of some emails and terse phone calls to management. Citigroup’s New York office was pressured by Jewish groups in an attempt to change its Australian counterpart’s decision, but this failed.

Although every sponsor except the City of Sydney stayed the course in 2003, since then all of them, except the City of Sydney, have withdrawn their support for the foundation. Stuart Rees told me that the organisations were told their ‘client base’ would be affected if they continued their support. He says there were ‘miscellaneous reasons’ for the sponsors’ departures but ‘the controversy surrounding the award to a Palestinian such as Hanan Ashrawi probably acted like a catalyst to any anxiety those companies may have had about being associated with “peace with justice”’.34

Former Federal Court judge Marcus Einfeld, a consultant for Rio Tinto, says that Rio Tinto asked him how to approach the issue. ‘I told them to tell the interveners that they had nothing to do with the fixing of the prize, they merely supported what they thought was a worthy cause and I agree with the cause’. Einfeld was strongly against Ashrawi receiving the peace prize but argued that the campaign against Carr would be counterproductive. Einfeld has shown a lifelong commitment to human rights issues yet, like so many liberal figures in the Jewish community, could not support a moderate Palestinian voice. He even suggested in an interview with me that the reason Bob Carr had received so much support for his pro-Ashrawi stance was because of ‘anti-Jewish’ sentiment within the community, rather than, as Carr sees it, people’s desire for an even-handed approach to the conflict.

Carr, nevertheless, is a lifelong Zionist. His comments at the launch of Jews and Australian politics35 in May 2005 revealed his sympathy for the Zionist perspective: ‘The reason I supported Ashrawi [in 2003]’, he said, ‘is that I felt, especially since the 1990s, the Palestinians deserved support for finally ending their commitment to destroy Israel and talk peace. If a Palestinian like Ashrawi, a moderate, is talking peace, she should be supported’. Carr talked about his long-term commitment to Israel and his love of the Jewish people. His language suggested that support for Israel should be unconditional rather having to be earned. His comments implied that Israel is constantly engaged in peacemaking; the Palestinians, on the other hand, have to show they are behaving before they can be praised.

The last week of the debate

Although the SMH editorialised on 3 November that the award ceremony should go ahead with Ashrawi and Carr, the vast majority of the paper’s columnists were content to rehash negative rumours about Ashrawi and push a reactionary Zionist perspective. The most telling example was Gerard Henderson. On 28 October, Henderson, the executive director of the privately funded Sydney Institute, wrote that when he first met Ashrawi in 1999 in Adelaide, he had commented on her opposition to the armed struggle in the Middle East. Yet he was now suggesting that she ‘was no committed peace activist’. Henderson complained of her ‘virulent verbal attacks on Israel’ at the World Conference against Racism in Durban in August 2001, arguing that they had contained ‘not one skerrick of self-criticism from the Palestinian side’. Henderson labelled Ashrawi a ‘polemicist’—would he have called an equivalent Israeli the same?—and questioned her credentials as an activist for peace. He falsely stated that she had not often worked with the Israeli peace movement, despite the fact that Ashrawi had been a prominent participant in Palestinian negotiation teams since the early 1990s. The AIJAC called Ashrawi an ‘activist’, implying that her work was more about politics than human rights.36 Presumably the lobbyists never called Ariel Sharon an Israeli ‘activist’.

Meanwhile the Australian had softened its stance. On 23 October, the paper had editorialised that Bob Carr had made a tactical error in agreeing to present Ashrawi with the peace prize. ‘About the strongest thing that can be said for Mrs Ashrawi’, said the leader, ‘is that as Palestinians go, they come a lot worse, but even her commitment to the Road Map and a two-state solution to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict remains debatable.’ The Murdoch flagship suggested that Carr would alienate the ALP’s Jewish supporters, who were ‘already wondering how deeply the party has been infected by the knee-jerk Israel bashing of the Left’. By 5 November its tone had changed decidedly. While still calling Ashrawi’s selection a bad choice, the paper argued for ‘free expression by an influential Palestinian voice, so long as it is a moderate voice that brings people closer together’. Now describing Ashrawi as ‘a relatively moderate face of Palestinian politics’, the paper editorialised that the Jewish community ‘looks to have scored an own goal’ and Bob Carr had ‘emerged looking decisive after consistently asserting he would not back down’.

The Australian’s Elisabeth Wynhausen produced the most comprehensive analysis of the Ashrawi affair,37 focusing on the influence of the Zionist lobby. Her article was headlined ‘A powerful minority of Jews stifles debate’. It was the first time a mainstream Australian paper had attempted to portray the issue in all its intricacy. The article painted a picture of elite individuals with direct access to the corridors of power. Wynhausen was honest enough to suggest that ‘money or political donations’ could buy you influence, though to say so publicly would get you ‘labelled anti-Semitic’. Tellingly, she included a comment from the Zionist Federation of Australia (ZFA), which had recently said there was ‘a longstanding understanding within the Jewish community’ that responsible leaders in the Diaspora did not make statements on Israeli internal security matters. ‘Those who do so’, wrote Wynhausen, ‘may be subject to a frenzy of emails, letters and phone calls. This brutalising use of free speech to inhibit free speech is a tactic perfected by the Christian Right in the US’. Moderate Jewish leaders and citizens were afraid to speak their minds because of the likely backlash: personal attacks and accusations of disloyalty to the cause. And that was it for media investigation of the harassment of those who awarded Ashrawi the Sydney Peace Prize.

Ashrawi arrived in Sydney on 5 November to accept her award. ABC Radio’s World Today featured extracts from Ashrawi’s first press conference in Sydney.38 When asked about the campaign against her, she responded by saying she had never experienced anything like it anywhere in the world: ‘I was amazed at the degree of not just negativism on this, but a certain degree of hatred, which I don’t find even in my discussions with Israelis, because they know the situation better, probably, and they wouldn’t dare use the language and invective that was used here’.

‘I will not be broken or silenced’

Ashrawi’s Sydney Peace Prize lecture was a characteristically passionate detailing of Palestinian aspirations and grievances. In the first of many swipes at her critics, she praised Stuart Rees and Bob Carr for choosing courageously ‘to take sides in the struggle against injustice as opposed to the refuge of so-called neutrality or the self-interest of power’.

The lecture’s central argument revolved around mutual recognition of suffering. She highlighted what so few of her opponents want to acknowledge: pain and suffering has occurred on both sides, and both Jews and Palestinians need to understand the other’s narrative before they can ever truly find peace. ‘I will not be a broken or silenced Palestinian’, she said, ‘especially when it comes to the cause of peace and I will continue to speak out against injustice and oppression everywhere and I will continue to relay my people’s message because I don’t believe peace is made by defeated people’.

The 2003 Sydney Peace Prize was awarded on 6 November at the New South Wales Parliament. Bob Carr’s speech was heartfelt and highly sympathetic to the Palestinian cause: ‘You’ve seen Palestinian children born without a citizenship, growing up without nationality’. Hanan Ashrawi’s response articulated the challenges faced by the Palestinian cause, including the need for Israel to realise its occupation is immoral (‘we have to provide accountability for people who refuse to acknowledge that there is such a thing as a global rule of law and parity and equality for all peoples’), and she launched a pointed attack on her critics in the Zionist movement in Australia: ‘I would say the collective spirit … has defeated that attitude of hate and resentment and exclusion and fear. They must have been tremendously insecure to feel threatened by one voice. And I think they have come to the realisation of the folly of their ways’. She closed with her vision for Palestine and the future of the two peoples: ‘There can be no legitimacy for Israel without the Palestinians. And there can be no legitimate Palestinian state without sharing the land of Palestine and recognising the legitimacy of the State of Israel’. She had stated her belief in a two-state solution, but not simply on US or Israeli terms. Her acceptance and understanding of the state of Israel was far more ideologically advanced than many in the Zionist camp, some of whom are still resistant to Palestinian independence.

A couple of days later Alan Ramsey wrote a final wash-up of the debate,39 which revealed the contents of an email sent by the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Sydney to his staff, explaining why the university was unable to give the Sydney Peace Foundation the use of their Great Hall. Chancellor Kim Santow wrote of dates clashing with other events, but also admitted that in February 2003 a member of the Jewish community had approached him and had highlighted concerns with the choice of Ashrawi.40 ‘That approach brought home the importance of dispelling any suggestion the university was thereby taking sides’, he wrote, ‘particularly if the ceremony were to take place in the Great Hall’. In this world view, hosting a Palestinian speaker was ‘taking sides’, while presumably an Israeli or Jewish speaker would present no such problems. ‘The whole thing stinks like a dead rat under the floorboards’, an employee of the university remarked.

Ramsey had little patience for these explanations and suggested that the university had backed out under pressure from elements of the Zionist lobby. Stuart Rees now says that the University of Sydney acted with cowardice. Simply put, they were worried about losing future funding and bowed to threats. The university was never fully questioned about its role and still refuses to discuss the matter.

The lobby backfires

The real problem with Ashrawi’s prize, for much of the Jewish community, was the legitimacy it bestowed on the Palestinian narrative of occupation and oppression. The ALP’s multicultural affairs spokesman Laurie Ferguson recognised this in an article for the Australian, arguing that for many Jews ‘unless a Palestinian totally surrenders then they are by imputation terrorist aligned’.41

The AIJAC’s Colin Rubenstein commented in December that ‘The “Palestinianisation” of this year’s Sydney Peace Prize was the source of profound and widespread dismay not only among Australian Jewry, but also among other knowledgeable friends of Israel who hope for a secure peace’.42 Throughout the debate, the AJN was mostly content to condemn Ashrawi rather than analyse her record. It endorsed insinuations about her previous association with the PLO. Arafat was seen as a terrorist and obstacle to peace, so Ashrawi was tarred with the same brush.

The AJN ran many articles by Jewish leaders who argued among themselves over the most appropriate method of isolating Ashrawi and of keeping the wider non-Jewish community on side. There was concern that images of an overbearing Jewish lobby had reinforced existing negative stereotypes. While the letters page featured the occasional pro-Ashrawi opinion, the paper remained largely obsessed with internal wrangling. ‘The Jewish community has become the focus of this issue’, said AJN editor Vic Alhadeff,43 ‘rather than whether or not Dr Ashrawi is a worthy recipient. It looks like the Jewish community is anti-free speech when the reverse is true’.

Even ALP MP and staunch Zionist Michael Danby thought that some people had overdone it. Though suspicious of Ashrawi and her motives, he argued in the US Jewish newspaper Forward that much of the lobbying, including the pressure put on corporate sponsors, had been counterproductive.44 In a rare demonstration of public disagreement, Danby broke ranks with the AIJAC in arguing that the Jewish community should at least engage with people like Ashrawi: ‘It is in Israel’s interests to maintain lines of communication with those who will be a part of that [future Palestinian] leadership, whatever they may have said in the past’.45

The AJN continued to report the profound impact the Ashrawi affair had had, but its angle was factionalism in the Jewish community. The 7 November edition editorialised under the headline ‘Ashrawi: Who speaks for the community?’ Acutely aware of the damage certain lobbying had done to the reputation of Jews in Australia, the editorial argued that the community had not spoken with one voice, instead sending out mixed messages to Bob Carr and the mainstream media, and giving the impression that they were not united against Hanan Ashrawi: ‘The issue should have been about Dr Ashrawi. It should have been about the Sydney Peace Foundation and its questionable process. There needs to be a co-ordinated community strategy on such issues— and it needs to be handled by those elected to represent the community’.

Its view merely highlighted the divisions between the rightest pro-Likud viewpoint of AIJAC and the slightly more moderate NSW JBD. AIJAC advocated aggressive tactics, practically harassing Carr to withdraw his support and briefing willing, mainstream journalists on Ashrawi’s allegedly suspect past. Carr told me that Rubenstein initially informed him that Ashrawi was a Holocaust denier and should be shunned. Carr said that he was sick of being harassed by the likes of AIJAC and Rubenstein and advised them to be a ‘little more selective about their fights with journalists’.

Even the ALP’s Michael Danby argued that ‘once [Carr] had decided to present the prize, there was no point in criticising him publicly’.46 He felt confident that after hearing Carr’s ‘unalloyed truth’ on the conflict, Ashrawi would be better equipped to make peace with Israel. It was patronising beyond belief. Danby was caught in the middle, however, being an avowed Zionist and sympathetic to the AIJAC agenda, but also a Labor man and Carr comrade. He was attacked by AIJAC for not issuing a complete condemnation of Ashrawi and slammed as ‘ludicrous’ for his belief that she may ‘have become a genuine partner for peace if the Jewish community had kept quiet’. Anything other than demonisation of Ashrawi was ‘appeasement’, according to Rubenstein.47

The AJN labelled AIJAC’s actions as ‘counterproductive’. Although the positions of the major Jewish groups on Ashrawi were virtually identical, AIJAC’s methods caused deep disquiet within the Jewish community and NSW JBD head Stephen Rothman accused AIJAC of not representing the interests of the Jewish community, and of placing their own political interests first.48

As a reader of AJN, I found this editorial particularly jarring. Focusing on the Jewish community’s response is one thing, but what about the litany of false charges levelled at Ashrawi? The paper preferred to ignore the larger questions. Moreover, the kind of Palestinian who would have been more acceptable as a recipient of the prize was never discussed. An op-ed piece in the AJN by Middle East affairs analyst David Langsam reinforced this perspective. For the first time in living memory, a high-profile organisation, AIJAC, was heavily criticised for its bellicose stance. ‘The public perception is that AIJAC uses bullying tactics to stop debate’, he wrote.49 ‘AIJAC appears not only to want to decide the Sydney Peace Prize, it also apparently believes it has the right to choose which Palestinians are acceptable for Jewish contact. In the process, it intimidates opponents.’

The affair opened up fault lines in the Australian Jewish community, and in the space created, new voices were heard, both Jewish and non-Jewish. Ian Cohen, a Jewish New South Wales Green MP, saw the Ashrawi affair as a breakthrough for Jewish community politics, invaluable ‘in opening up the ability of people in or around the Jewish community to have a view that was only tolerated before’. His view was shared by Barbara Bloch, a member of Sydney-based Jews against the Occupation, formed in 2003 to counter the established Jewish orthodoxy on issues related to Israel–Palestine: ‘There’s been a sense in the past that we keep it all inside, and don’t air our dirty linen in public. Things have been leaking out this time’.

The Ashrawi affair was a seminal event in the Australian Jewish community. The mainstream community was given a rare insight into the players and tactics of the Zionist lobby and its belief that bullying tactics are an acceptable means of promoting its agenda. The media, unimpressed by AIJAC’s arrogance and aggressive attitude, focused on the story, though not comprehensively. AIJAC’s Mark Leibler claimed his group’s aim was simply to ensure that the ‘media emphasis was on whether Ashrawi had unequivocally condemned terrorism’50 and that she didn’t defame Israel. In fact, AIJAC’s activities were specifically designed to slander Ashrawi because she was Palestinian.

By the time Ashrawi had received her prize, media across the country and overseas had reported the machinations. Yet the Jewish community has learnt little from the controversy. There has been no discernable progress in listening to, and understanding, the Palestinian point of view, and similar attitudes would probably be displayed again if another prominent Palestinian arrived in Australia to receive an award. The tactics employed may differ, but that is missing the point. What will it take for Zionist insecurity to abate? And how long before a Palestinian is as respected as an Israeli or Jew?

The Ashrawi debate has exposed the Australian Jewish community’s obedience to Israel and its government. Where did their loyalty lie? If a moderate such as Ashrawi can be defamed and vilified by almost every Jewish commentator, the obvious conclusion is that any recognised Palestinian will be automatically silenced and smeared. Two competing narratives should be able to coexist within the one debate. Does listening to a differing viewpoint somehow make Jews feel they are betraying their heritage and homeland? Diaspora Jewry is too often content to mouth Zionist platitudes without knowing all the facts. As Stuart Rees wrote in a final article published on the SMH Webdiary on 19 November: ‘It is as though the debate in Australia should be conducted along the same lines as violence in the Middle East. One side must win, the other must not only lose but must be taught a lesson from which they may never recover’.
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HOW HANAN ASHRAWI CHANGED MY LIFE



Reporters who criticise Israel are to blame for inciting anti-Semites to burn synagogues. Thus it is not Israel’s brutality and occupation that provokes the sick and cruel people who attack Jewish institutions, synagogues and cemeteries. We journalists are to blame … If we want a quiet life, we will just have to toe the line, stop criticising Israel or America. Or just stop writing altogether.

Robert Fisk, 20021

IN JULY 2003 the SMH published my first article. I was a trainee journalist for Fairfax Online, writing on the newspaper’s website, and it took a lot of lobbying, but eventually I persuaded the SMH’s opinion editor to publish the piece. It appeared under the headline ‘Defiant Israel blind to what it has become’ and outlined the brutality of the ongoing occupation, the suffering of the Palestinians and the apparent Jewish acceptance of the situation. I argued:

 


The ability of so many in the Jewish world to dismiss the obvious facts of the occupation is due, in no small part, to ignoring the facts in the Middle East. From the time Israel was established most Jews appeared unaware or unwilling to hear the stories of thousands of displaced Arabs, the violence against them by the early settlers and the lack of redress for their grievances.



I had no idea of the vitriolic response this statement would provoke—looking back I can see how naïve I was! It shocked me that the most vicious comments were made by Jews keen to tutor me in the ‘correct’ reading of the Israel–Palestine conflict and to highlight my perceived ignorance. I was telephoned and hassled at work, and emailed by people I’d never met or spoken to. I was informed that I was part of the problem, not the solution. One reader wrote that my piece was ‘historically inaccurate and riddled with errors … Why don’t you take your self-hating somewhere else? Just remember, that you would have been carted off to the gas chambers as well’. Another long email suggested that it was only because I was a ‘self-hating Jew’ that the SMH had printed my article.

More distressingly, members of my extended family got stuck in too. A cousin in San Francisco wrote: ‘do you not understand that your liberal leanings that speak so maliciously of Israel just help create and sustain anti-Semitism?’ Another relative in the USA sent a six-page email. He claimed that he was ‘one of the most left people I know concerning Israel’ but went on to say that he felt so much ‘shock and outrage that I blocked your email address and cursed your name’. He was incapable of finding any fault with Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians and its conduct during the occupation, arguing that anti-Zionism is antisemitism and that ‘Israel’s record on human rights is among the best in the world’. I had a ‘fixation’ with Israel and was counselled to write about ‘more pressing world issues’—none of which should involve Israel. I was simply ‘promoting my career as a very chic and marketable anti-Zionist Jew’. I have had no contact with this cousin since this letter, except being asked by him after a group email in mid-2005 to ‘remove me from your list and never write to me again’.

This barrage of vitriol was marked by a blind devotion to the state of Israel and a desperate need to justify its actions: it seemed to me that nationalism had become something beyond religion for too many Jews. Devotion to the state of Israel, sacred and beyond criticism, had become central to contemporary Jewish thought.

A few months later, I entered the debate on the Sydney Peace Prize, publishing a piece that supported Ashrawi and questioning the motives of her accusers on the US website ZNet.2 Again, I received emails that expressed personal contempt: the problem was me, not the controversy. The personal backlash I experienced during the Ashrawi controversy changed my life: it made me realise that rational debate was extremely difficult in such an emotive environment and that personal abuse had become the preferred mode of communication for many who wished to engage on this issue. I became even more determined to continue examining the conflict, despite the growing number of people ridiculing me.

How I became a ‘chic anti-Zionist’

I was brought up in a liberal Jewish family in Melbourne. My grandparents had fled Austria and Germany in 1939, but their relatives had remained trapped in Europe, unable to escape their fate. Travelling in Eastern Europe in my mid-twenties, I was profoundly moved by my heritage, not least when I visited Auschwitz with a close friend of mine. For an entire day, we barely spoke: I was experiencing a revulsion many others have felt before and since. Something about that day changed me. Seeing the results of blind hatred and unchallenged devotion slowly led me to be more questioning on a range of matters, including my heritage and the state of Israel.

As a child, I was sent to a private Anglican school, attended regular Sunday school Jewish education and completed my bar mitzvah at the age of 13. So far, so normal. My parents said they wanted to send me to a non-Jewish school because of their concern that a Jewish education would be too narrow. There were very few Jews at the school, and petty antisemitism was rife. I was teased from a young age, and by the time I completed high school, I was used to occasional taunting, especially the accusation that I was ‘a tight arse’ with money. This was life in a predominantly WASP environment. The growing ranks of Asian students were also the target of racist gibes.

I saw my parents as observant liberal Jews who expected my attendance at synagogue on major Jewish holidays and at Sabbath dinners. They were both born in Melbourne during the final stages of World War II, and their parents had instilled in them a strong sense of community, perhaps in memory of what they had lost after fleeing Nazi Europe. My parents encouraged me to have both Jewish and non-Jewish friends, but seemed to believe that I would somehow feel closer to the Jewish ones. It was expected that I would only have Jewish girlfriends. After all, they would often say, we Jews have to stick together after everything we’ve been through. There’s something different about Jews, they argued, and only we understand that. I never felt comfortable with what I saw as a racially superior mentality. It seemed disturbingly close to racism. When challenged on this, they vehemently denied it was racism, but rather a case of ‘sticking to your own’.

My parents were unthinking Zionists. As my father told me recently, we may have rarely talked about the Jewish state, but he knew ‘that Israel could provide a sanctuary if antisemitism became rife and intolerable’. As a young man, my father even considered becoming a rabbi. This was partly because both my parents had been immersed in the life of the local synagogue from a young age, and my father felt that he could contribute something to the community. I recall raising criticisms of Israel in my teens and receiving unqualified defences of the country’s actions. I now know my parents, like so many other Jews, were uninformed, relying on the Jewish and mainstream press for their news.

Living in a secular country and attending a non-Jewish school always suggested to me that I would live and mix predominantly with Australians who were not Jewish. Isn’t that what a truly integrated, multicultural society is all about? My young cousins enthusiastically embraced Jewish youth groups, essentially forums aimed at fostering a lifelong love of Israel. I went to a few meetings, mainly to please my parents, and felt isolated. I didn’t love Israel. Why would I? I’d never been there. In my teens, I attended regular get-togethers with friends I had met during my Sunday school years. We were all liberal Jews, led by a progressive rabbi. We discussed a variety of issues, many not related to Judaism. I vividly recall enjoying these events, probably because we were not being indoctrinated with a staunchly Zionist viewpoint. Most of us were more interested in talking about love, death, sex and other teenage obsessions. Back then, being a good Jew didn’t mean falling in love with the Jewish state (though some in the group have subsequently done just that).

By my late teens, my enthusiasm for Judaism was waning. It was as if my parents expected their strong beliefs to imbue me with a sense of feeling and acting Jewish. Alas, this was not how it worked out. I attended Melbourne’s Monash University, not because of the high percentage of Jewish students (as perhaps my family saw it) but because of its proximity to my home. When I started my first serious relationship with another student, a Polish girl, I soon encountered my parents’ disapproval. I found their reasoning illogical and paranoid. Poles were notorious antisemites, they said, so who knew what her parents really thought, let alone her own views. The girl was born in Melbourne and had never uttered anything even vaguely resembling racial intolerance to me. I recall her parents acting similarly. It mattered little, though; she was never accepted in my family home, and neither were later girlfriends, most of whom were also non-Jewish. The few Jewish girlfriends were more warmly embraced, and this rankled with me. It seemed as if a girlfriend’s religion was more important than her personality or background.

This kind of behaviour led me to a serious reappraisal of my views on Judaism and its virtually indistinguishable relationship with Israel. If this was the face of Diaspora Jewry, I didn’t want a bar of it.

Looking back on my Sunday school lessons, I felt that I had been hoodwinked. Indeed, it was a remarkably similar history to the one I learnt at school about Australia’s colonial past and its treatment of Aborigines. In both cases, inconvenient facts were whitewashed. I was taught about the creation of Israel, but not about the indigenous Palestinian inhabitants. We discussed Arab terrorism but never what may have caused it. Zionist pioneers were praised for their ability to turn an empty land into a fertile Jewish homeland. Perhaps most disturbingly, though, we were told constantly that the only believable reason anyone might hate Israel is antisemitism. The morality, or otherwise, of Israeli actions was never questioned, let alone given context. In the eyes of this dominant Zionism, Jews have always been and remain blameless victims and visionary pioneers.

I cannot remember the first time I felt uneasy with the default Jewish attitude towards Israel, but it soon became clear to me that any criticism of Israeli government policy was regarded as completely inappropriate and was silenced, or simply given no platform. Jews who expressed such criticism were tarred with the ‘self-hating Jew’ tag. Non-Jewish critics were labelled as antisemitic, and who, after all, wants to be known as that? It took me many years to understand these brutally effective tactics, which would explain why, until I consciously sought it out, I rarely heard serious debate on the effects of the occupation, house demolitions, checkpoints and the ever-expanding settler movement. The Jewish press was usually mute and content to provide space for the official line and for zealots who almost religiously campaigned against perceived anti-Israeli bias in the media. I soon learnt that this ‘bias’ was attributed to any chastising of Israel or its supporters.

It was as if all Jews were expected to express an almost limitless faith in the Jewish state. By my early twenties, this position became untenable, largely because of my self-education on the plight of the Palestinian people and the ongoing efforts of the Zionist enterprise to deprive them of a homeland. The more I studied the question of Zionism, the more I realised that it was anything but un-Jewish to question its basic tenets. Albert Einstein, a Jew from Germany who fled to the USA in 1933, gave a speech in 1938 to the National Labor Committee for Palestine in New York in which he opposed the creation of a Jewish state because he was afraid ‘of the inner damage Judaism will sustain—especially from the development of a narrow nationalism within our own ranks’.

While at university, I started reading Palestinian academic Edward Said, and discovered the generations of Palestinians dispossessed by the establishment of the Jewish state and the post-1967 occupation. Australian journalist John Pilger’s writings were perhaps more incendiary because they were written by a countryman and highlighted the brave Israelis who fought for justice and human rights in their religious state. I read Noam Chomsky on the incestuous relationship between the USA and Israel, and Norman Finkelstein and Ilan Pappe along with the work of other moderate Israeli intellectuals.

I agreed with Judith Butler, a lecturer at the University of California, who has written that although antisemitism is undoubtedly on the rise, and that care should be taken to distinguish between legitimate criticism of Israel and outright hatred of Jews, a mature Jewish community needs to be able to discuss matters of vast importance to the Jewish state in open forums. No topic should be deemed off-limits. ‘For a criticism of Israel to be taken as a challenge to the survival of the Jews’, Butler says, ‘we would have to assume not only that Israel cannot change in response to legitimate criticism, but that a more radically democratic Israel would be bad for Jews’.3

I started feeling increasingly uncomfortable with the association of the word ‘Jew’ with ‘Israel’. They are not the same thing, nor should they be. Surely the ever-increasing number of Jews within Israel and the Diaspora who are fighting for a just resolution to the conflict, and who vehemently disagree with current government policy, are struggling for a more egalitarian Jewish state? Zionism is not Judaism. Deliberately associating the two is a dishonest method of silencing anyone who may disagree with either. Moreover, to suggest that any issues one may have with, say, Israeli violence against civilians is best discussed covertly, if at all, struck me as dishonest. Butler rightly compares this kind of censorship to an American being called a ‘traitor’ for opposing US imperial ambitions in the Middle East. It was these reflections that led me to become a vocal critic of Israel’s current incarnation. I believe that the Jewish state should be a viable, democratic and equal society, where one people are not given privileges refused to others; the current Israel is not the kind of country of which I could ever be proud.

In discussions with various members of my extended family during my twenties, I sensed a distinct dislike of Arabs, and of Palestinians in particular. This sense was rarely based on anything greater than a rehashing of anti-Arafat diatribes and noble Zionist history. My Jewish friendships dwindled. I knew I was being more dogmatic, and perhaps I bored my friends. But there was little that could be done to calm me down once I wanted to debate an issue. My Jewish friends were probably puzzled by this ideologue whose background and life experience didn’t explain his increased antipathy towards Israel. I was aware of their frustration but enjoyed challenging their prejudices and my own preconceptions. Soon enough, however, I realised that we weren’t enjoying each other’s company, and I drifted apart from many of them. My non-Jewish friends cared less, and for this I was thankful.

Then my parents began to question the default setting. The true reasons for this still baffle me, but I think it was at least partly because they began to read material that revealed the realities of contemporary Israel. It was a remarkable transformation. Both my mother and father today share my unease with Israel’s behaviour. Their relationships with many Jewish friends have been affected to the point where international matters are routinely ignored and my work completely shunned. ‘Sometimes’, my father told me recently, ‘I realise that your mother and I are alone’.

How could one still have blind faith in a country that enacts citizenship laws to prevent Palestinians who marry Israelis from living in Israel with full rights?4 How could one idealise a nation with an army that, despite Sharon calling it ‘the most moral in the world’, frequently engages in war crimes in the occupied territories, collectively punishes the Palestinian people, and destroys and steals Arab land for expansion of settlements? My parents and I drew closer. Now we may not always agree, but we can all see that the future of Israel is too important to be left to the self-appointed and self-important guardians of the Zionist cause.
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I can think of few books about

Israel and Palestine, written by an

Australian, as important as Antony
Loewenstein’s brave jaccuse.
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