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  Preface




  This book examines Australia’s foreign policy on the Israel-Palestine conflict. A book on this issue may seem unnecessary to some given the relatively minor role Australia plays in the Middle East, especially when compared to the role of the United States (US) or the European Union (EU). However, there are multiple factors, historical and contemporary, that warrant this study, which constitute the focus of this book. Historically, Australia was instrumental in the United Nations (UN) resolution on the partition of Palestine and the subsequent establishment of Israel. Each decade since, the Israel-Palestine conflict has become more intractable, culminating in a conflict of competing narratives and norms, based on Israeli claims of self-defence versus Palestinian demands for self-determination. Foreign policy involves finding a balance between national interests and values as well as between being pragmatic and principled.




  Australia is in a unique position as a Western nation that shares the Asia-Pacific region with the world’s most populous Muslim nation, Indonesia. Australia is also a middle power that sees itself as capable of contributing positively to world affairs. In this respect, Australia actively supported self-determination in South Africa, East Timor and Kosovo but has not in the case of Palestine. Instead, Australian foreign policy has tended to align itself with the US and the interests of Israel as far as the Israel-Palestine conflict is concerned. Australia’s alliance with the US in this regard has not only put Australia at odds with the Arab and Muslim world but has involved the country in the regrettable Gulf War of the 1990s and the War on Terror over the past decade.




  The Israel-Palestine conflict is a central factor in Islam-West relations. For decades, this conflict has been seen by Muslims as a microcosm of the unequal relations between the Muslim world and the West. The foreign policies of Western nations, particularly the US, have been judged by Muslims largely on account of their response to the question of Palestine. Muslim grievances with Western support for Israel and the suffering of the Palestinians have been a driver of Islamic extremism. Since the turn of the century, the battle against Islamic extremism has defined relations between the Muslim world and the West. Within this context, a resolution of the Israel-Palestine conflict remains a priority for the international community and especially the UN. For Australia in particular, the Government’s position on the Israel-Palestine conflict puts it at odds with not only its Muslim neighbours and the Muslim world more broadly but also Australia’s reputation as a nation that champions human rights and respects international law.




  The focus of this book is the extent to which domestic factors influence Australia’s foreign policy on the Israel-Palestine conflict. These domestic factors, which include the mass media, public opinion and interest groups, are analysed using a multi-method approach. The content of almost 10,000 articles concerning the conflict published in two of Australia’s leading newspapers over an 11-year period was analysed. A national survey was conducted in order to understand Australian public opinion on the conflict. Additionally, in-depth interviews were conducted with pro-Israel and pro-Palestine lobbyists. The findings of these various studies were then further examined in relation to in-depth interviews conducted with current and former diplomats and politicians from both major political parties in order to identify their potential to influence foreign policy.




  New communications technology, particularly social media, has ensured that the decisions made by governments are scrutinised by their own people and others. This technology has also enabled global communities to mobilise and the Israel-Palestine conflict remains an issue that evokes impassioned responses from people across the globe. Israel-Palestine is certainly not the most important issue in Australian foreign policy. However, understanding the process of how foreign policy on this issue is made and its implications for Australia are important. It is our intention that this book will provide its readers with a more informed insight into the making of Australia’s foreign policy on the Israel-Palestine conflict. With this knowledge, it is our hope that a constructive debate might take place with a view to ensuring that Australia’s policy on this central issue of Islam-West relations is based on Australia’s broader national interests as well as responsibilities towards supporting human rights and international peace and security.




  Eulalia Han and Halim Rane




  January 2013




  

    Introduction




    In many respects, Australia is far removed from the Israel-Palestine conflict due to its geographical distance from the Middle East. However, Australia played a central role in the establishment of the State of Israel and has since been involved in the international debate over a resolution of the conflict. For over 60 years, successive Australian governments have remained engaged in the issue and have articulated policies that have evolved in response to changing conditions and realities. Moreover, Australia’s close alignment with the United States (US) since World War II has resulted in Australia’s direct involvement in wars and conflicts in the Middle East, including the 1990s Gulf War and the War on Terror since the turn of the century. Such events have brought the implications of the Israel- Palestine conflict closer to home. This conflict is not an issue confined to the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. It is an issue that is important to Muslims across the globe, including those in Australia1 as well as Australia’s closest Muslim neighbour and the world’s most populous Muslim nation, Indonesia.2




    The Israel-Palestine conflict remains a major issue in international relations and continues to be the central factor in Islam-West relations. A recent poll of various Arab countries asked what two steps by the US would improve their opinion of the US. A majority of 55 per cent said an Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement and 42 per cent said stopping aid to Israel. These responses came well ahead of “withdrawal from Arabian Peninsula” (29 per cent), “withdrawal from Iraq” (26 per cent), “more economic aid to the region” (12 per cent), and “pushing more to spread democracy” (11 per cent).3 Due to US President Obama’s handling of the Israel-Palestine conflict, unfavorable views of the US and disapproval of his administration are high not only among Muslims in the MENA region but also in the broader Muslim world, including Turkey, Pakistan and Indonesia.4




    That Australia has an interest in the affairs of the Muslim world, including the MENA region, has been recognised by successive Australian governments. The MENA region has long been considered by Australian politicians to be volatile and dangerous.5 According to former Prime Minister John Howard:




    

      Peace in the Middle East is important not just for the peoples of that region but for the long-term stability and security of the world. A settlement between Israelis and Palestinians will further strengthen the international front against terrorism. It will address a sense of injustice which has fuelled anti-Western sentiment and provide a rallying point for those who seek to recruit people to the terrorist cause.6


    




    Consistent with a self-image of a good international citizen that contributes positively to world affairs, Australia has attempted to project a policy of even-handedness in respect to the Israel-Palestine conflict. However, many observers regard Australia’s foreign position as being more pro-Israel than even-handed. In 1947, Australia voted in favour of United Nations (UN) General Assembly Resolution 181, which recommended the partition of Palestine. The following year the Australian Government accorded full recognition to the State of Israel and voted in favour of UN Resolution 273, by which Israel became a UN member state. Australia has since maintained positive relations with Israel and has generally voted on UN resolutions in a way that supports Israel’s interests. Australia’s voting record at the UN on such resolutions as the “Peaceful settlement of the question of Palestine” is indicative of this support. Since 2004, Australia has consistently voted with Israel and the US by maintaining a “no” vote on this central resolution among others, although it is notable that Australia “abstained” in its vote on this particular resolution in 2011.




    However, one must also consider that Australia’s commitment to human rights and the principle of self-determination have been important factors in Australia’s initial support for the right of return of Palestinian refugees by way of UN Resolution 194, which was passed in 1948, as well as Australia’s consistent contribution of aid to the Palestinians, which was doubled under the current Government to almost $45 million. Although successive Australian Governments since the 1970s have advocated an independent Palestinian homeland or state, in 2011 when it seemed imminent that the issue would be put to the vote at the UN, the Australian Prime Minister Julia Gillard expressed that Australia would not vote in favour of Palestine becoming a UN member state. Australia then voted against Palestine becoming a member of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO).




    On 29 November 2012, the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) voted in favour of recognising the state of Palestine as non-member observer.7 The resolution (67/19) is the most significant event in the history of the Palestinian struggle for self-determination. It is a momentous document in terms of its affirmation of Palestinian rights, legitimisation of the Palestinian state consisting of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank – including East Jerusalem, articulation of the principles of international law relevant to the Palestinian cause, framing in respect to specific UN resolutions central to resolving the conflict, and in its identification of the Palestine refugees, Jerusalem, settlements, borders, security and water as the core issues that must be resolved in order to achieve a just, lasting and comprehensive peace between Israel and Palestine.8 While 138 nations voted for Resolution 67/19, only 9 nations, including the US and Israel voted against. Australia was among the 41 nations that abstained. This case marks an important turning point in Australian government policy making on the issue. Prime Minister Gillard wanted Australia to vote against the resolution alongside Israel and the US. However, she faced overwhelming opposition from the Right faction of her party which wanted Australia to abstain as well as the Left faction which wanted Australia to vote in favour of the resolution. The Sydney Morning Herald reported a revolt from the backbench and that only two of her cabinet ministers remained unopposed to her support for Israel. It was further reported that Australia’s former Foreign Minister Gareth Evans briefed Labor Party Members of Parliament (MPs) ahead of the debate, “warning they would be on the wrong side of history if they stood with the US and Israel against the rest of the world”.9 The article claims that “the Right faction, which would usually support Ms Gillard, backed an abstention, in part due to the views of its members that the government was too pro-Israel, and also because many MPs in western Sydney, who are already fearful of losing their seats, are coming under pressure from constituents with a Middle East background”.10 The Labor Party “revolt” against Australia’s long-standing support for Israel at the expense of Palestinian rights and aspirations is best explained in the context of domestic factors including a major shift in Australian public opinion on the Israel-Palestine conflict and the emergence of pro-Palestine advocacy groups that now provide a counter weight to the well-established pro-Israel lobby. This case raises several important questions concerning the making of foreign policy in Australia.




    This is not a book about the Israel-Palestine conflict per se. Rather, this book examines the extent to which domestic factors influence Australia’s foreign policy on the Israel-Palestine conflict. Domestic factors, which include media coverage, public opinion, and interest groups, are seldom discussed in terms of their implications for foreign policy making in Australia. Foreign policy making and diplomacy have often been carried out behind closed doors and generally away from public and media scrutiny. Experts acknowledge that “even the most public diplomacy tends to originate in the private calculations of foreign ministries”.11 However, it is increasingly difficult for the government to implement a policy away from public scrutiny given the ubiquity of social media and other internet-based communication technology.




    The notion of domestic factors and their potential to influence foreign policy is derived from the work of Allan Gyngell and Michael Wesley12 who, in their book Making Australian Foreign Policy, outline four interrelated levels on which foreign policy making occurs in Australia: strategic,13 contextual,14 organisational15 and operational.16 The authors argue that each level “plays a connected and crucial part in the production of actual foreign policy initiatives and responses”.17 They identify key domestic factors that shape the making of foreign policy in Australia, including the mass media, public opinion, and interest groups.18 Few studies have examined Australia’s relationship with the Middle East in general and even fewer have looked specifically at Australia’s policy on Israel-Palestine.19 This book is the first to examine how such domestic factors as media coverage, public opinion, and interest groups influence Australia’s foreign policy on the Israel-Palestine conflict.




    This book uses a multi-method approach to study the mass media, public opinion and interest groups and their potential to influence Australian foreign policy on the Israel-Palestine conflict. The content of almost 10,000 newspaper articles from The Australian and The Sydney Morning Herald published over the past 11 years were analysed in order to assess how the conflict is covered, what aspects of the conflict are considered newsworthy, what information is included and what is omitted. A national survey of the Australian public was also conducted in order to identify the particular narratives with which the Australian public identifies as well as attitudes and opinions on Australian Government policy and the core issues of the conflict. Interviews were then conducted with key lobbyists for both Israel and the Palestinians. The findings of these studies were then examined through in-depth interviews conducted with current and former diplomats and politicians from both sides of Australian politics in order to elicit their insights on the making of Australian foreign policy on the Israel-Palestine conflict.




    In terms of its disciplinary approach, this book could be best described as a work of political sociology in that this is a study of how certain social actors and institutions influence policy making. Political sociology is concerned with “the social bases of politics”.20 It is the study of the relationship between state and society and looks at how significant social phenomena and forces affect the political process and instigate change.21 More specifically, political sociology is concerned with the process and impact of social movements, civil society, mass media, electoral politics and public opinion. Power is an important concept in respect to the potential to influence. The concept of power is understood by some within the field as entrenched in informal political processes on top of formal political institutions.22 Power is understood by others to reside in the private rather than public spheres of society.23 Focusing on the impact that the media, public opinion and interest groups have on Australia’s foreign policy on the Israel-Palestine conflict, this book reaches across the disciplines of political science, international relations and political sociology.




    This introductory chapter lays the foundation of the book. It begins with a discussion of Australia’s place in the world as both a Western nation and a middle power. In this context, we reflect on how Australia’s self-perception has influenced its position in world affairs. Here we look specifically at the principle of self-determination with respect to Australia’s support for the end of apartheid in South Africa and the independence of East Timor. This chapter then considers the scholarly literature concerning the making of foreign policy, including the role of international and domestic contexts. With respect to the latter, which is the focus of this book, we then examine the major scholarly works that have informed our understanding of the relationship between media, public opinion and interest groups in the process of foreign policy making.




    
Australia’s Place in the World




    Foreign policy makers must constantly choose between pragmatism and principle politics. The formula currently driving policy making in Australia is “pragmatism informed by principle”.24 This is most apparent in Australia’s initiation of new stabilisation and governance-building interventions in the Soloman Islands, Papua New Guinea and East Timor, where “it is hard to avoid the conclusion that such a level of commitment would be unlikely in the absence of a perceived security interest for Australia”.25 On the other hand, in the face of injustice and human rights abuses, as in the case of Kosovo, Australia was willing to forgo its usual pragmatic approach and, according to the then Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, base its policy from a principled perspective. In a radio interview on 20 February 2008, Rudd provided reasons for his determination “to act early and decisively” to recognise Kosovo. He said that what has happened in Kosovo is “very sad” and “we’ve seen what’s happened in terms of loss of life... So we took a principled decision this was the right way to go. We did so in consultation with our friends and allies around the world”.26




    Foreign policy “is about the actions of governments in the international arena, but it stems from the population’s perceptions of its place in the world”.27 In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Australia was involved in the reshaping of its national identity. Former Australian Foreign Minister Garath Evans argues that during those years Australia was engaged with building a more internationalist and regionally focused identity. The importance of maintaining a new Australian identity reinforces domestic perceptions of how Australia should present itself to the international community.28 A central element of Australia’s identity is how it responds to international challenges; this will reveal the type of country Australia is and how in turn other countries respond to it.




    The way Australia has positioned itself in international politics amongst the complexities of rules, institutions and expectations assumed by the international community has influenced the foundations of its foreign policy. Gyngell and Wesley29 identify four major conceptions of Australia’s international roles: as a nation apart,30 a member of the Asia-Pacific region,31 a Western country and a middle power. The next section will consider the latter two as they directly apply to this study. Australia’s perception of itself as a Western nation and as a middle power has the potential to affect the way it comprehends the Israel-Palestine conflict and perceives the peace process.




    Australia’s identification as a Western country came in two phases, initially as a colony of the British Empire and nation of the Commonwealth and after World War II as a US ally. As a white colony of Britain in a region largely inhabited by non-white populations, Australia’s first conception of its place in the world was “imbued with conceptions of racial hierarchy, and the implementation of the White Australia Policy [that] was intended to preserve their society as racially pure from the burgeoning non-white population in the countries surrounding Australia”.32 Such racial visions, however, were severely critiqued with the advent of international law and international norms such as racial equality. During this time, Britain was declining in its status as a global hegemon to the ascending US. Australia had to readjust its racial policies and form a new alliance with a stronger global power.




    Along with World War II, the Cold War gave rise to solidarity among nations that self-identified as Western. The West is “perceived not just as a military or political alliance, but as a broad or diffuse community distinguished by a common culture, histories and traditions”.33 During the Cold War, the US began promoting ideas of democracy, human rights and free markets as a counter to socialist and communist ideas of the Soviet Union, which it perceived as a threat to domestic and international stability with respect to its own interests. Australia perceived its vulnerability being situated outside of the Western world in the Asia-Pacific region. Australia’s vulnerability and feelings of isolation increased when communism spread to China. As the Cold War was more a conflict of ideologies rather than traditional military warfare, Australia felt that, as a small country amidst Asia’s “teeming millions”, it had little option than to seek comfort and assurance from its Western alliance.34




    Australia has since maintained its strong alliance with the US and the larger Western collective in the international community. As espoused by the Australian Labor Party’s (ALP) National Platform in 2009, Australia’s alliance with the US is a fundamental principle in its national security agenda.35 This commitment to the US has required Australia’s support in unpopular wars including Vietnam, Afghanistan and Iraq. Consequently, it is argued that “the whole of Australia’s foreign and security policy is predicated on the [US] alliance, and on keeping Washington happy, no matter who is in the White House or what misguided policies the White House may follow”.36 Voices of dissent argue that Australia’s strong dependence on its allies has inhibited its ability to independently decide on policies and are generally wary of Australia being coerced into participating in conflicts that would have been against its interest. However, it is unlikely that Australia will abandon its close alliance with the US and the larger Western collective in the near future. These alliances have characterised Australia since its formative years and cement its Western identity.




    The end of the Cold War greatly enhanced Australia’s position in international politics. Not only has Australia managed to sustain its alliance with the US and other important players in world politics, it “became a more important player among those international forces projecting a more liberal or values-oriented agenda in response to new emerging issues”.37 This emergence of a more liberal or values-oriented agenda in Australian politics is manifested in Australia embracing the middle-power credos of “comprehensive engagement” and “good international citizenship”.38




    As a middle power, Australia maintains a preference for peaceful resolutions in international conflict, respects the role of international law and is involved with coalition building with “like-minded” countries.39 This doctrine was developed by Australian Foreign Minister Gareth Evans (1988–1996) as a source of diplomatic initiative. It began with the Whitlam Government (1972–1975) and continued with the Hawke-Keating Governments (1983–1996) and current Labor Government.40 Upon taking office in 2007, the then Prime Minister Rudd spelt out his top priorities stating that his government’s approach to international politics would be making Australia a part “of the global solution, in the best traditions of middle-power diplomacy” as Australia “can be a force for good” which he believed Australia is “squandering”.41




    Evans and Grant identify four conditions that have to be met in order for middle power diplomacy to be effective. First, middle powers have to carefully identify where opportunities lie for potential effective action by a middle power. Second, middle powers should have the capabilities of following the respective issue through. Third, in most cases, there has to be a degree of creativity and intellectual imagination applied to the issue – middle powers should have the ability to see a way through impasses and to lead by force of authority, or at least by the force of ideas. Finally, effective middle power diplomacy stems from the credibility of the state, its standing in the international community and its perceived independence from the influence of larger powers.42 The implications of these factors will be discussed throughout this book. At this point, it is necessary to consider how such factors as a Western orientation and middle power diplomacy relate to Australia’s self-perception.




    Australia’s Self-Perception




    After much debate about what constitutes Australian values, the Government proposed that:




    

      Australian values include respect for the equal worth, dignity and freedom of the individual, freedom of speech, freedom of religion and secular government, freedom of association, support for parliamentary democracy and the rule of law, equality under the law, equality of men and women, equality of opportunity and peacefulness. They also include a spirit of egalitarianism that embraces fair play, mutual respect, tolerance, compassion for those in need and pursuit of the public good.43


    




    The Australian self-perception of good international citizen that accords to others a fair go and supports multiculturalism encompasses the main guiding principles underlying the contemporary Australian foreign policy approach and beliefs valued by Australians.44 The significance of Australian values in the constitution of foreign policy arises in two senses.45 The first highlights “the national preferences and ideals that should inform a country’s foreign policy”.46 In an interview in 1999, former Prime Minister John Howard stated:




    

      It is very important in the conduct of the foreign policy of any country that its Government always makes certain that there isn’t a serious disconnect between the goals of that policy and the aspirations of the Australian people. And the reason for that…is that the Australian people normally get it right. That the instincts of the Australian people are transparent, decent, open instincts and if governments conduct foreign policy understanding the attitudes of the Australian people they won’t go far wrong no matter what their political complexion may be.47


    




    Secondly, values are important for foreign policy making in terms of “the ideals [a state] seeks to promote through its diplomacy”.48 Australians value equality and freedom, and are compassionate towards others.49 Values such as giving everyone a fair go, mateship, tolerance and multiculturalism have given shape to the factors that constitute “Australianness” and what it means to achieve the Australian way of life.50




    However, it is important to note that although egalitarianism ranks highly on the scale of “Australianness”, this does not extend consistently throughout all groups in Australia or in Australia’s international engagements.51 The work of Kevin Dunn has identified that about one-quarter of the Australian population has negative sentiments towards Asians, Indigenous people and Jews, while about half the Australian population are anti-Muslim.52 It is also necessary to observe that while levels of racism towards people within Australia may be high, this does not detract from a strong sense of human rights and support for self-determination among Australians towards people in other countries.




    
Self-Determination





    Australia has a history of supporting the self-determination of people, including South Africans, Kosovars and East Timorese.53 Australia’s anti-apartheid policy stemmed from “a close connection, often a source of internal tension, yet also strength, between action against apartheid and fighting local racism”.54 Australians sympathised with the black South Africans who were subjected to racist policies. Document testimonies of Australians in protest against apartheid55 show that these were part of broader social movements against domestic racism, especially with regard to the White Australia Policy and Indigenous dispossession.56 The anti-apartheid social movements in Australia aimed to influence public policy making by the state, trading and sporting groups, and domestic public opinion on apartheid.57 Alongside these aims, activists attempted to “remake the cultural understandings about race and human rights” at the foundation of all sectors of Australian society.58




    The Australian Government put considerable pressure on the South African Government, especially in terms of suspending economic, cultural and sporting ties. The Whitlam Government played a prominent role in applying pressure on trading groups and sporting competitions between both countries and showed great support for the African National Congress.59 The Fraser Government took the domestic struggle against apartheid to the international level and continued to lobby against apartheid and encourage economic sanctions on the South African Government even after losing office.60 The Hawke Government allowed social movements to establish information offices and encouraged visits of anti-apartheid speakers.61 From 1983 to 1996, the ALP played an important role in shifting the Commonwealth’s stance on apartheid away from Margaret Thatcher’s pro-regime policies.62 The case of the anti-apartheid struggle demonstrates Australia’s capacity to adopt not only an independent foreign policy but one that contradicts the policy of Britain and the US. It is noteworthy that the Australian Government had imposed diplomatic and economic sanctions on South Africa years before Britain and the US, who refused to do so or recognise the African National Congress until the late 1980s.63




    A more recent case of Australian support for self-determination occurred in 1999 when the Government undertook one of its most significant external military operations to ensure the independence of East Timor from Indonesian occupation. This action “not only represented a major shift in Canberra’s traditionally accommodationist policy toward Jakarta”, but the intervention potentially put Australia at odds with Jakarta, Southeast Asia and the US.64 Since 1979, when Australia recognised Indonesia’s claim over East Timor, both Liberal and Labor Governments contended that Australia’s relationship with Indonesia outweighed the issue of East Timor’s right to self-determination. As argued by Cavan Hogue, “neighbours always have a specially sensitive relationship because of their proximity”.65 Therefore, according to McDougall, the “Australian relationship with Indonesia has always taken precedence over human rights considerations”.66 However, late 1998 saw a shift in Australia’s policy on East Timor to one that became openly critical of Indonesia’s sovereignty over the territory and violations of human rights in East Timor. The change in Australia’s foreign policy highlights the dilemma between national interests and values, and was a consequence of both historical and political factors.67




    The violent Indonesian invasion of East Timor territories sparked a huge outcry amongst Australians as images of gross violations of human rights by the Indonesian army were reported in the media. Although Australians voiced their outrage with the Indonesian Government throughout the 1970s to the 1990s, the Australian Government was still prepared to accept Indonesia’s occupation of East Timor.68 Australian foreign policy on the issue was seen as nothing but “a series of opportunistic moves”.69 In 1979, Australia was the only Western state in support of Indonesia’s occupation of East Timor. According to McDougall70 and Chalk,71 this support opened the way for negotiations for drilling rights off Australia’s north-western coast and joint exploration of hydrocarbon deposits between the two countries. However, opposition from the Australian public to Indonesia’s violent military occupation of East Timor became more vocal. Realising that public opinion was at odds with the views of Canberra, “Australian policy-makers therefore discussed ways in which they could support the Indonesian plan while distancing themselves from it in public”.72




    The transition in Indonesia from Suharto to Habibie in the late 1990s seemed to make way for the possibility of balancing both national interests and values in Australian foreign policy on the issue.73 The Asian financial crisis, alongside the fall of Suharto and increasing pressure from the Australian public, led Canberra to reassess its relationship with Indonesia and, most importantly, the question of East Timor.74




    According to former Foreign Minister Alexander Downer:




    

      Commitment to a peaceful and enduring resolution of the East Timor problem has been the primary objective underlying Australia’s policy approach to the East Timor question. Giving the East Timorese people the right to decide their future destiny was an important objective, but an equally important goal was resolving conclusively an issue that for decades had been a major regional concern, particularly in the context of Australia’s relations with Indonesia. Australian support for the UN in its efforts to bring a genuine act of self-determination for the people of East Timor needs to be understood from this perspective. The considerations that drove Australia to respond as it did to the post-election violence were essentially humanitarian – namely, the pressing need, in the face of Indonesia’s incapacity to do so, to bring a halt to the wanton destruction and suffering that engulfed East Timor… and to re-establish security in the territory.75


    




    Historically, East Timor played a critical role in supporting Australian guerrilla operations against Japanese forces in World War II, which resulted in the deaths of almost 40,000 East Timorese.76 Arguably, a sense of debt repayment and guilty conscience77 towards East Timor are two of the reasons which led to Australia’s support for East Timor’s right to self-determination.78 Cotton argues that one of the most important factors that underlied Australia’s eventual support for East Timor’s self-determination “was the assuaging of Australian guilt for the long complicity in Jakarta’s policy of repression and integration”.79 He remarks that not only did Australia allow serious violations of human rights to happen at its doorstep, it was even responsible for training the very forces responsible. Part of Australia’s approach towards supporting self-determination in East Timor “was a policy in keeping with the ‘new interventionism’, as demonstrated in Kosovo”.80




    A number of factors appear to have influenced and encouraged the shift in Howard’s thinking on East Timor’s self-determination.81 First, the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade concluded that East Timor was not of particular importance to the survival and transition of Indonesia towards a democratic nation, hence, Indonesia would still achieve stability without gaining territorial sovereignty over East Timor. Second, a comprehensive government review regarding East Timorese opinion on issues surrounding autonomy versus independence saw the majority voting in favour of independence, with the slightest connection to Indonesia considered to be unacceptable. Third, the question of East Timor and the atrocities that had been committed there gave rise to public concern over the issue in Australia. With the arousal of public interest in Australia, Downer saw an historic opportunity to take the lead in resolving this long-standing conflict.82 Finally, Habibie’s “unexpected declaration in January 1999 that a rejection of his offer of autonomy would result in separation and independence” not only allowed for “the more activist agenda that Downer was beginning to push at that time, it also essentially presented the Australian Government with a fait accompli that simply could not be ignored”.83 Habibie argued that East Timor’s dissatisfaction with being a part of Indonesia was a liability that Indonesia could not afford. It was also a threat to Indonesia’s international image as a stable country and the establishment of Habibie as a credible democratic leader.84 Hence, East Timor’s independence would be a better alternative for both Indonesia and East Timor. Additionally, the decision to intervene was largely to appease growing public concern in Australia over the violations of human rights in East Timor by the Indonesian military. Australia’s Timor intervention was in keeping with Australia’s national interests such as promoting itself as a “good international citizen”, restoring regional order and ending uncertainty.85




    
The International Context




    It is difficult to overlook the importance international politics has on Australia’s foreign policy. Since 1788, Australia has always maintained close relations with at least one world power: first Britain, then the US. Australia is influenced by what the international community, especially its allies, think and pursue.86 Three conceptual frameworks guide the ordering systems of Australia’s foreign policy and the extent to which the international policy landscape affects Australia: “the way the world’s states are ranked in terms of priority”; “the trends and forces that have the potential both to impact directly on Australian foreign policy interests, and to change the prioritisation of states under the first framework”; and “the network of Australian policy interests at any given time, which establishes the patterns of significance and priority of the other two frameworks”.87 Foreign policy makers in Australia recognise and rank states according to their significance in maintaining Australia’s interests. The most significant country in these terms is the US.88 Within the region, Australia also recognises the importance of Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Papua New Guinea and China in terms of security and/or economic considerations.89




    Australia also recognises the importance of major international and regional organisations. These include the UN, the World Trade Organisation (WTO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the European Union (EU). Key alignments on world issues, countries of geographic proximity, and countries with which Australia has affective links (due to shared historical experiences or the presence of migrant communities) are also significant. More importantly, Australia tends to prioritise and align its policies with what it deems as “like-minded countries”, which is a group of countries who think about the world in similar terms of reference.90 These countries include the US, the UK, Canada, New Zealand, Scandinavian countries and Israel.91




    The prioritisation of states and its significance for promoting and/or maintaining Australia’s interests forms the conceptual framework that lies at the foundation of engaging other issues. Bearing this in mind, foreign policy makers have to stay abreast of issues regarding ongoing shifts in global polarity and power hierarchies, navigate between patterns of alignment and enmity in international politics, identify new actors in the international system that may not be states but organised communities, and recognise the trends affecting world politics.92 These trends extend beyond international phenomena such as globalisation into the realm of being aware of “significant shifts in norms governing the legitimacy of different forms of international actions”.93 As much as the notions of sovereign states and political independence persist, it is difficult for states to act outside what are increasingly seen to be the norms, values and institutions that constrain statecraft.




    Two broad considerations guide Australia’s foreign policy making process: “what should be important to Australian foreign policy makers” and “what is important at any given time”.94 With the constantly changing international environment, it is not possible for the foreign policy making bureaucracy to be aware of and attend to every single trend and event. A third consideration of overriding priorities focuses on Australia’s commitments, goals, aspirations, policy initiatives, and crucial relationships and memberships. This determines what is and is not important for the other two. From here, Australia’s foreign policy positions can develop in the following ways: through maintaining and consolidating Australia’s existing commitments, alliances or memberships; through making progress towards a diplomatic objective; or through the capacity to protect Australian values.95




    The Domestic Context




    The Australian Government has to constantly adjust its foreign policy to suit its interests in the international sphere and to balance these with its domestic demands and the values held by its citizens. However, there is a perception that most Australians are generally disinterested in matters of foreign affairs; they see foreign policy as inaccessible and not directly affecting them. While people are often more concerned about public policies that affect them, other arguments suggest that foreign policy is not necessarily different from other areas of policy in terms of the way domestic factors can influence.96 What is different is that “other states have a direct interest in aspects of Australian foreign policy, and domestic pressures need to be balanced by governments against foreign reactions”.97 There are also arguments to suggest that the domestic context is limited in the extent to which it can affect foreign policy and can only influence foreign policy in the way the policies are presented.98




    The domestic environment in Australia consists of the formal political institutions as well as the media, public opinion, interest groups, academics, think tanks and other foreign policy interest organisations. Focusing on the foreign policy bureaucracy first, there is a general consensus amongst scholars that within the formal political institutions in Australia, the executive has the most influence as it is in the executive that foreign policy making is most concentrated.99 This is so as only “the executive, it is maintained, can guarantee the constant attention, rapid reaction and secrecy required for an effective, clear and consistent foreign policy”.100 Some scholars have noted that it is not possible to identify who exactly in the executive makes foreign policy as power over foreign policy in Australia is held by the foreign policy elite which consists of people like the prime minister, foreign minister and members of parliament.101




    On the other hand, the Australian Parliament, unlike the US Congress, is not tasked with analysing the practical details of foreign policy, hence, the contribution of Parliament to the foreign policy agenda rests on creating public awareness of the ongoing debates and strategic foreign policy statements though Question Time and parliamentary committees.102 Question Time allows for debate within parliament over various issues and is publically broadcast, and while it is valuable and good practice for Australians to have access to some of the issues debated, the contributions of Parliament remain limited. Within Parliament reside two important bodies known as the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade (JFADT) and the Joint Standing Committee on Treaties whose main contribution “lies in the information which they bring to light and in the public debate which they can generate”.103 Neither committee, however, appears to have a significant impact on the foreign policy process.104




    The Australian Cabinet is gradually playing a significant part in the foreign policy making process as it has established itself to be a powerful platform that is able to engage all sides of politics. However, it is important to note that its impact should be kept in context as it is only able to “consider a fraction of all foreign policy issues confronting Australia” but “where it does become involved, its influence can be authoritative”.105 Also, among the various political parties in Australia, it is hard to locate the effectiveness of each political party in general or what the parties bring to the debate on foreign policy as there is a lack of debate on foreign policy issues. According to Gyngell and Wesley, the various political parties tend to continue rather than re-evaluate the policies of previous governments.106 Australia’s political parties differ in their domestic policies, however, the major parties, namely the ALP and Liberal-National Coalition (LNP) tend to hold similar positions in relation to broader foreign policy matters.107




    The last aspect of the discussion on formal political institutions in Australia rests on the various states and territories. States in this context refer to the six states in Australia, namely Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania. The two territories in Australia refer to the Australian Capital Territory and the Northern Territory. The greatest impact that states and territories have on the foreign policy process is their ability to inform and speak on behalf of the public’s reaction to foreign policy issues. They also have a great impact at the strategic and contextual levels of policy making, but their impact is minimal over the more reactive and detailed aspects of policy at the organisation and operational stages.108 However, “the Australian states and territories have substantial stakes in foreign policy” given the various compositions of their populations. Immigrant populations tend to maintain close ties with their country of origin and do lobby their political representatives on specific issues that often concern foreign policy. This has influenced the way the states have dealt with specific foreign policy issues pertaining to immigrant populations’ country of origin or affiliations with other communities abroad. Beyond the political institutions, which are generally not regarded as influential in the foreign policy making process, Gyngell and Wesley identify the media, public opinion, and interest groups as significant in terms of their potential to influence foreign policy making. The following discussion examines the scholarly literature concerning these domestic factors and their relationship with foreign policy.109




    Making Foreign Policy




    Prominent studies of Australian foreign policy include the work of Young,110 Gyngell and Wesley,111 Firth,112 and Jaensch and Teichmann.113 These studies are part of a larger body of literature that dates back more than half a century. The seminal works of James N Rosenau114 and Charles W Kegley Jr et al115 are among the first few studies to have sparked an increase in research on foreign policy. While there are some who have observed a decline in studies in this area and have criticised the way the discipline has been approached,116 it is difficult to downplay the importance of studying social factors in the making of foreign policy given the connectedness of governments and people with the advent of modern communications technology.




    Charles Kegley proposed a general set of assumptions about the nature of the process of foreign policy decision making.117 He argues that foreign policy making routinely evolves from an accumulation of past decisions, created through the articulation of interest factors. It is a social process that considers the norms and values held by the society, requires the justification of policies in order to fit the overall goals, requires planning and collaboration that take place usually in a stable environment, and often reinforces an important consideration which is the likelihood of policy continuity and predictability. In addition, Martin Sampson argues for the significance of the culture of the country/society as an influence on foreign policy making.118




    Mass Media, Public Opinion, Interest Groups and Foreign Policy Making




    Research on the relationship between media, public opinion and interest groups and their influence on the process of foreign policy making is a growing area of scholarship. In respect to the relationship between media and foreign policy, popular theories that have risen include the Cable News Network or “CNN effect”,119 the “propaganda model”120 and “indexing hypobook”.121 Many scholars have attempted to articulate their interpretation of the “CNN effect”.122 This literature generally focuses on the idea that the mass media can influence policy making and “that real-time communications technology could provoke major responses from domestic audiences and political elites to global events”.123 An extension of this perspective can be seen in the MENA region in relation to the influence of Al-Jazeera or more recently with respect to the role of social media in the Arab uprisings.124 Many scholars note that the media play an active role and are able to influence foreign policy making.125




    Other scholars, however, conclude that the power of the media has been exaggerated and the extent to which the media are able to influence foreign policy making is unclear.126 These studies contend that while the media do to some extent affect certain policies on issues such as the environment, and law and order, the media are less effective on issues surrounding foreign policy and economic issues.127 The “propaganda model” states that the media are influenced by elite opinion and information sources.128 This is because government officials are usually the main source of political news and have the ability to constrain debate within the media.129 The “indexing hypobook” theory claims that the mass media usually settle for “a comfortable role” as they safeguard the official government or elite position on major issues “while abdicating [their] traditional mandate” as the Fourth Estate under appropriate circumstances.130




    In the context of Australia, Stewart Firth argues that “foreign ministers have a symbiotic relationship with the press” as the media have the capacity to influence international and domestic perceptions of them.131 Other scholars, however, argue that the capacity of the media to publish and persuade the public is constrained by the government.132 Gyngell and Wesley find that “the media have the potential to play an important though sporadic role in the foreign policy process by adding an additional criterion for relevance to policy-makers’ existing criteria”.133 The media’s potential for influence and power in Australia also stems from the argument that they are the most important means of political communication for the majority of Australians.134




    The seminal works of Walter Lippmann135 and Bernard Cohen136 opened the debate on the impact of public opinion on foreign policy. Some scholars contend that public opinion has an impact on foreign policy to the extent that it creates an environment of encouragements or limitations that guide preferred behaviour.137 John Zaller,138 Maxine Isaacs139 and Ole Holsti140 argue that the public is capable of arriving at positions that do not parallel those put forth by government officials or the media.




    Valdimer Orlando Key141 argues that public opinion does not make policy. Rather, it is a “system of dikes” that channel the flow of policy, which suggests that “opinion has a guiding or limiting influence on policy”.142 Along the same lines as Key,143 Robert Putnam144 and Richard Sobel145 argue that scholarship could concern itself more with the question of how and under what circumstances public opinion can have an impact on foreign policy. Moreover, scholars suggest that the public’s position on specific policies and what policy makers perceive to be the attitudes of the public are important in shaping their approach towards policy formation.146 The public’s approval of the present government and, more importantly, the main person at the forefront of making foreign policy decisions impacts on the ability of the president, prime minister or foreign minister to work their will across all levels and personnel in the policy process.147 In this context, “issue publics”, lobby or interest groups represent another aspect of public opinion.148 Like public opinion, analysis of the relationship between issue publics and the state should not focus on whether this group affects policy, but rather under what circumstances they can enable a guiding or limiting influence on policy.




    In the Australian context, there are arguments to suggest that public opinion plays a role in influencing the thoughts and actions of foreign policy makers.149 However, Goot shows that the extent to which public opinion affects foreign policy is very much dependent on existing beliefs held within the Australian Government. Perhaps, then, it is more useful to ask under what circumstances can public opinion influence Australia’s foreign policy rather than if public opinion influences policy making.150




    On the relationship between media, public opinion and foreign policy, Robert Entman argues that public opinion arises from how the media frame their coverage of events, rather than from the public’s direct contact with the actual foreign affair.151 Other scholars argue that the media will only have the potential to influence public opinion if news commentary is of the views of popular and credible government officials, commentators and experts.152 Furthermore, other perspectives suggest that the media play “a mediating role” between the Government and the public in Australia,153 but in most instances, the media are not a direct influence on how governments deal with their foreign affairs.154




    While the large majority of the public remains passive with regard to political issues, there are certain groups within society who remain deeply involved.155 These groups are commonly known as issue publics, interest groups or lobby groups.156 In general, literature on the relationship between lobby groups and foreign policy argues that in a liberal democracy, interest groups, especially ethnic lobby groups, have the potential to influence foreign policy.157 Some scholars argue that the agenda espoused by interest groups resonates better with government officials if it parallels the usual traditions that the country and society supports158 and that under certain circumstances, both lobby groups and the government mutually benefit from sustaining close relations.159




    In the Australian context, there is an assumption that interest groups have an impact on the foreign policy making process.160 Other scholars, however, argue that it is difficult to evaluate the extent to which interest groups have an impact on the foreign policy making process and contend that the influence of interest groups is insignificant given the closed nature of foreign policy making in Australia.161 There are also other perspectives suggesting that, although interest groups depend on the media to promote their cause, they can influence the media content itself and in turn the foreign policy making process.162




    
…And the Israel-Palestine Conflict




    A number of studies have examined news coverage and public opinion in relation to the Israel-Palestine conflict.163 Some studies highlight the deficiencies in the media coverage of the conflict and seek to provide a more informed account of the conflict based on the historical, biblical and prophetic contexts.164 Bias and unfair reporting in the Western media have also been noted. In this respect, some studies contend that there is a bias and lack of balance in the Western media’s coverage of the conflict.165 Others argue that the Western media continuously abandon their role as the “Fourth Estate” or watchdog on the government and support the dominant ideology at a given point in time.166 While a pro-Israel slant has been identified in Western news coverage, no particular impact on US foreign policy has been established.167 This argument is supported by an earlier finding that the US has always favoured the inherent right of Jews to exist in the Holy Land and largely ignores Palestinians’ legitimate concerns over that same right as a native population.168 In this respect, the relationship between media coverage and US foreign policy on the conflict are seen as coincidental rather than causal.




    Two prominent studies on the Western media reporting of the Israel-Palestine conflict are those of Philo and Berry169 and Friel and Falk.170 In Bad News from Israel, Philo and Berry find that the Israeli narrative receives greater coverage, that news tended to focus on the narrow reporting of violent events within a framework of Palestinian “action” and Israeli “retaliation”, and audiences’ modest understanding of the conflict is a result of the media’s lack of attention to the history and context of the conflict.171 Similarly, in Israel-Palestine on Record: How the New York Times Misreports Conflicts in the Middle East, Friel and Falk note the Times refusal to hold the US and Israel accountable when they engage in controversial foreign policy initiatives as well as the newspaper’s neglect in considering Palestinians’ perspectives.172
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