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I am delighted to help launch this attack on the comfort zones of Australian public life. And to do so in front of Antony’s parents, up from Melbourne. They must be very proud of their son. Too often buzz words pass for thinking. When politicians say there’s a need for a “public debate” about something we know they’ve made up their mind and want to manage the outcome. When they say they want to “reform” something we know they want to destroy a long-held tradition or institution. When they say on the buses “be alert but not alarmed” we know they mean be bloody scared stiff.

Not so Antony’s new book. Here is a young Jewish man who has chosen to crack the traditional codes. The code of silence about “my Israel right or wrong”, the code of “keeping it within the family”, and the code of not speaking about the eternal rightness of the Zionist State of Israel. All these codes are broken regularly in Israel but they are only very rarely broken in Australia.  

So I praise Antony Lowenstein’s courage, his intellectual honesty and his curiosity about new ideas. As you’d expect, he’s copped the abuse befitting a rebel who has broken the boundaries.

If it’s any help, I think he’s not alone in a broader sense. My secretary at Channel Seven was Croatian. When she decided to go out with a non-Croatian her dad punched and beat her. She ran away and got married anyway. When a Muslim woman friend of mine decided her husband was abusive and wanted a divorce a council of elders in Sydney considered her case – not a woman amongst them – and rejected her pleas. She lives apart. Or, more positively, when a Greek friend of mine went back to the island of Thira she found young Greek men couldn’t dance traditional songs so her upbringing in Newcastle stood her in good stead and she jumped up and showed the Greeks of Greece how to dance.

Ethnicity and religion get intertwined and never more so than when they are locked down far away from their roots and their homeland. The Jewish and Israeli community here seems to exhibit the same kind of narrow thinking.

But Antony, as a young Jewish Australian, has broken out. And what a time to do it. Australia is awash with two aspects of the same coin. On one side, a phenomenal growth of fundamentalism, whether Christian, Muslim, Jewish or Hindu. On the other side, a demonisation of the Muslim “other”, a crusader mentality that fits perfectly into the “clash of civilizations” thesis and seems intent on fulfilling its own prophecy. Islamophobia has become the new racism of our time.

But less airily, Antony’s book has arrived slap bang in the middle of one of the most racist and vicious attacks Israel has ever visited upon one of its Arab neighbours. And that’s saying something. The troops, planes, ships and tanks of Israel have reduced much of Lebanon, especially the poor south, to rubble, killed a thousand Lebanese, made a quarter of the population homeless and maimed thousands of Lebanese children. It has left behind a marine environmental nightmare the size of Exxon Valdez and covered the olive groves of the south in golf-ball size unexploded cluster bombs for children to wander in and lose their legs.

The aim? To defeat Hizbollah. The result? A strengthened Hizbollah. “Hizbollah the David defeats the Israeli Goliath”. “Hizbollah gives hope to the Arab world”. “Hizbollah the brave”. “Nasrallah the Shia Saladin”. One year ago I was in the south of Lebanon. I visited a Hizbollah museum. It was one oif the first places demolished by Israeli jets in the current war. It was the former torture chamber at Al-Khiem that the Christian Lebanese Army and the Israeli Defence Forces had used to extract information from captured local Muslims. As we drove there, the distinctive yellow and green – note the colours, actually you could be forgiven for thinking it was the Socceroos flag! – flags were everywhere, and this was four years after the Israelis had left. People were proud of their Party of God, as Hizbollah means. 

What I am trying to say here is that getting rid of Hizbollah out of southern Lebanon is about as possible as getting the Liberal Party out of Mosman or Toorak. It’s the Shia’s party, full stop. The only way Israel, the UN or anyone else will get Hizbollah out is by getting rid of the entire Shia Muslim population south of Beirut – in other words, something like 45pc of Lebanon. In other words, ethnic cleansing. In other words, genocide. Hizbollah is as close to the southern Lebanese Shia population as the Viet Cong were to the hamlets around Saigon. Even Nixon and the Republicans blanched at the idea that you had to destroy them to save them.
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But there is a good case to be made that ethnic cleansing was exactly what Israel was about this time around. The bombing was too broad-based. The targets were too civilian. The casualties were too massive. The economic, environmental, human and infrastructural damage was too great for this just to be about a few military units threatening to capture a couple of Israeli soldiers again.

And ethnic cleansing is exactly what the Israeli government of Sharon had been doing for years to the Palestinians of the Gaza and the West Bank since the intifada began in September 2000. Israel has been practicing ethnic cleansing ever since settlement building began in earnest on UN-mandated Palestinian land after the occupation of 1967. I saw the consequences of that, too, on my visit to Israel and Palestine a year ago. The slow demolition of Arab east Jerusalem against UN agreements, the strangulation of Bethlehem, the collective punishment (against all codes of war) of Palestinians for a range of alleged crimes, the entrapment behind a huge apartheid Wall, the stolen lands and water, the denial of the right to education for young Palestinians – all this and much more has been going on under our noses, often misreported or under-reported by our media.

Ethnic cleansing has been the unspoken name of the game.

And this is where Antony’s book comes in. At least one of the reasons its been unspoken is because of the power of the Israeli lobby, both here and in Israel, to decide what does and does not get oxygen in our society. Antony is a fine, honest Jewish man who has been unable in conscience to remain silent. He’s seen the lobby at work and, like the two American academics from Harvard and Chicago recently, asked crucial questions:

· are the lobbies over-reaching their democratic remit?

· Do they have too much influence on government policy?

· Are they responsible for skewing Australian interests towards Israel’s interests? and

· Are they hurting the image of Israel and of Jews?

When “ethnic cleansing” is the name of the game, it is high time these questions were asked – and answered. When Dov Weisglass in the Israeli Prime Minister’s office is talking about putting Palestinians on a collective diet – followed by the bombing of Gaza and the rationing of food – its time to think who’s leading who where.

And what is it doing to the soul of Jewish people, both in Israel and the Jewish diaspora? There was a wonderful piece by Haim Bresheeth, who is chair of  Cultural and Media Studies at the University of East London, in the Egyptian daily Al-Ahram last week. It was entitled, “Sad reflections on Jewish morality”. I’ll read just a little:

“One of the most determined, courageous and influential opposition groups in Israel, now and in the past, is called Yesh Gvul; it represents and assists those bold Israelis who are taking a stand against their country’s and government’s war crimes: they refuse to serve in the Israeli army, preferring instead to go to prison in support of their refusal to kill and destroy…

“Yesh Gvul is Hebrew is literally ‘There is a boundary’, but could be better transliterated as ‘This far and no further’, or ‘There is a limit’. So the group thinks there is, or should be, a limit, a boundary which should not be crossed, a red line: a limit to barbarism, insensitivity and brutality, a civilized limit to behaviour even in wartime, a limit which emerges from international law, UN resolutions, the Geneva Conventions, a generally accepted level of violence beyond which one cannot, and should not venture, so that the fabric of society does not rupture. There are boundaries which should not be transgressed – once you cross that boundary, they believe, you cannot argue when the other side does the same…

“I have no doubt that many of those who justify and argue away Israeli barbarities as ‘strategic moves’ are quietly ashamed of themselves, but hold the party line as is expected of them. In so doing, they betray Jewish tradition and values, Jewish liberalism, and a long history of suffering from racism and anti-Semitism. They also make such terrifying historical echoes more likely to return in the future, when they are part of removing the limits and boundaries, of justifying the unjustifiable.”

These are critical times. We seem to have had a coup d’etat in the White House, if people like Seymour Hersh are to be believed, where the President’s men and women listen to no advice, especially that of State Department “sooks”. Strangely for my generation, the CIA has become the left-wing opposition! And in Canberra, of course, George Wubya can do no wrong, so there’s no hope there.

We in Australia have to keep raising the flag of reason and genuine debate against the forces of panic, fear, paranoia and racism. Antony Loewenstein’s “My Israel Question” is a blow for common sense and challenges, especially, the Jewish community to think about different approaches and different ways of contributing to what Donald Horne would have called, more gently, “the national conversation”. 
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