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Michael Danby, the Federal Labor MP for Melbourne Ports, addressed the Federal Parliament on Monday, August 14. His electorate contains the largest amount of Jews in Australia, closely followed by Malcolm Turnbull’s Wentworth. Danby is an extreme Zionist and McCarthyist. Last year he demanded my publisher, Melbourne University Publishing, “drop this disgusting project”, despite not having read it. I hadn’t even finished writing it. He sees himself as a guard dog against any interpretation of the Middle East that don’t fit into his narrow, parochial worldview.

Danby attacked Dr Andrew Vincent in parliament for daring to invite Robert Fisk to speak at Macquarie earlier in the year. He alleged Peter Rodgers, the former Australian ambassador to Israel, “touched me up quite unfairly in the Australian Book Review recently.” Surely Michael should have enjoyed that.

He claimed that this “imbalance” would result in long-term effects on Australia’s youth. “We are going to see that soon – and I know it is a long bow to draw, but I am going to draw it anyhow – with the Cole commission.” How so? “One-sided propaganda” is convincing university graduates that Arab dictators are acceptable, Israel is evil and the US is king. 

Danby is the only Jewish federal Member of Parliament. He is a disgrace to both his electorate and his religion.

In 2002 Robert Fisk, esteemed Middle East correspondent for the Independent newspaper, wrote that talking about the Israel/Palestine conflict guaranteed sleepless nights:

“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 and America. Or just stop writing altogether.”

Had he written that today, he could have added that Israel, through its recent bombardment of Lebanon and Gaza, is sowing the seeds of future anti-Semitism and terrorism against its civilians. Cause and effect. To suggest otherwise defies logic. Just like the Iraq war and its associated outrages have caused unprecedented levels of anti-American sentiment around the world, Israel is not immune from such eventualities. 

Gideon Levy, one of Israel’s finest writers, argued last week that Israel’s loss in the recent war – its first in history – is actually a good thing for the Jewish state:

“If indeed the war ends as it is ending, maybe more Israelis will ask themselves what we are killing and being killed for, what did we pound and get pounded for, and maybe they will understand that it was once again all for nought. Maybe the achievement of this war will be that the failure will be seared deeply into the consciousness, and Israel will take a new route, less violent and less bullying, because of the failure. In 1967, Ephraim Kishon wrote, “sorry we won.” This time it is almost possible to say, it’s good we did not win.”

When I spent time with Fisk in Beirut last March, one day before the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri, he remembered Palestinian intellectual Edward Said had told him once that, “the last taboo in America is the American-Israeli relationship.  You can discuss blacks, gays, lesbianism, anything you want in America, but not that.” 

The situation is little better in Australia. We deserve to know why a tiny nation on the other side of the world, that has maintained an illegal occupation over the Palestinians for nearly 40 years, is given complete and total bi-partisan support by our two main political parties. I believe the answers to this question are rooted in geo-political realities, Zionist lobby pressure and self-interest. And a healthy dose of old-fashioned Islamophobia. 
My Israel Question aims to reflect on the defining conflict of our time through fresh, young eyes. As a Jew, I believe in a secular Israel and Palestine. I don’t believe in the concept of a Jewish state, but neither do I support an Islamic or Christian state. In Israel and the occupied territories, to not be Jewish ensures discrimination through legal, political and social means. 

As a human being first and a Jew second, I can’t fully support an alleged democracy that occupies another’s land, builds roads specifically for Jewish settlers, erects roadblocks that prevents pregnant Palestinian women giving birth in local hospitals, allows settlers to destroy Palestinian olive groves without sanction and imposes apartheid-like restrictions on movement between towns and villages. I’ve seen much of this with my own eyes.

Henri Picciotto is the chairman of the board of the US-based Jewish Voice for Peace. He recently wrote in the San Jose Mercury News that Jews are facing a moment of truth:

“Many Jews question Israel's policies, but are afraid to speak out in their congregations or even to their families. But the time has come for Jewish dissidents to challenge the policies of the Israeli government. In the short run these policies kill Arabs, mostly innocent civilians; in the long run, they can result only in disaster for Israelis and Jews worldwide. Our silence in this time of crisis is complicity.”
We’re often told that this conflict is too complex to understand, intractable and filled with age-old rivalries. This is not true. 

The biggest single issue (there are others, of course) preventing a comprehensive and just settlement of the Israel-Palestine dispute is the US public's ignorance of the facts on the ground. What is being funded in their name? I hope my book is part of the renaissance of public involvement in foreign affairs. The peace movement intends to win, and it's only a matter of time before we do. 

A recent Morgan poll found that, despite government and media rhetoric suggesting otherwise, a majority of Australians blamed the US and Israel for the current Middle East crisis. Our political and media elite often gives far too little credit for public intelligence and understanding. 

This may sound overly optimistic – and my book is pretty pessimistic on the prospects of peace – but I do truly believe that global public opinion, as usual, is far savvier than our political leaders. Images streaming out of Lebanon in the last weeks - mass civilian casualties and the deliberate targeting of civilian infrastructure – have caused a sea-change in global opinions towards Israel. Support for Hizbollah in the Arab world has soared. Likewise for Hamas. Israel, once again, has mistaken military strength for moral legitimacy. 

In the Western world, we regularly under-estimate the importance of resisting imperial occupation. The Arab and Muslim world has spent one century being raped and pillaged for our pleasure. And now they’re fighting back. We should not be surprised. 

The Australian Jewish community needs to ask itself some questions. Does it want to be represented in the public sphere by the extreme Zionist lobby group Australia/Israel & Jewish Affairs Council (AIJAC) — a group that is unelected and therefore does not represent the Jewish community in Australia, and a group whose policies, I believe, can only have one outcome: perpetual war against the Arab world? I know there are many Jews who despise AIJAC’s bullying tactics but are afraid to speak out. It is now time for them to do so.

Since I started writing extensively on this subject in the last three years, I’ve been amazed by the level of viciousness thrown in my direction. In the last days, I received the following email:

“You might be getting the love and attention from the media now, Antony, but in 5 years time when the world declares war on Jews, and not just Israel as it is now...you'll see where everyone's loyalties (or shall I say prejudices) lie...you'll be going to the concentration camps just like the rest of us...except when you’re gassed to death, you won't be going to heaven, you'll be going straight to hell. So enjoy the limelight now.

From a fellow Jew.”

Generally, however, I’ve been overwhelmed by the hundreds and hundreds of messages I’ve received from Jews and non-Jews in Australia and overseas who feel their voices are not being heard on this most important subject. They believe the current path in the Middle East is disastrous and they want to discuss the role militant Zionism has played in it. They also want to know why Arab, Palestinian and moderate Jewish voices are so rarely heard in our mainstream media. Powerlessness is being translated into activism, public discussion and greater self-awareness. The mainstream media ignores this at its peril.

One of the most moving emails I’ve received comes from a NSW politician:

“Like Michael Danby, I have not yet read your book and like Michael I am from a Melbourne Jewish family. But that is where the similarity probably ends.

“I have consumed your writing in the media and the Lateline transcript: congratulations on your courage, insight and clarity. And congratulations on opening up a debate within the Australian Jewish community that is 20 years overdue.

“Even if all the wrong voices predominate (as in the Australian Jewish News) or you cop a load of abuse and slander (Gerard Henderson et al), you can be assured that there are thousands of people cheering for you.

“You can almost hear the collective sigh of relief from people like myself who have wrestled for a lifetime with the issue within family and community. And from people who are not Jewish and are deeply offended by the accusation of anti-Semitism for the crime of caring for what happens to the Palestinians.

“In the end you are performing a service to the state of Israel, to its citizens and to Jews everywhere. For too long the Diaspora has provided a moral insulation to Israel, shielding it from the international approbation that any other nation would receive if it acted towards its neighbours and indigenous people as Israel has. No nation can operate in a moral vacuum without the ethical compass of international opinion, and not expect to hit the rocks.”

I don’t claim to have all the answers. In fact, I pose more questions than I know how to answer. Jews have a long and noble history of dissent and no subject, especially the Zionist state, should be beyond criticism. The Israel lobby would simply prefer obedience from its loyal subjects. They’ve been terribly disappointed with my misbehaviour.

I see this book as the beginning of a conversation with individuals from a wide variety of backgrounds. It’s more than time for the progressive side of politics to stop simply talking to each other. Jews, Arabs, Palestinians, religious, atheist and concerned citizen’s everywhere.

This book would never have come together without the invaluable advice, support and insights of many people. I’ve thanked many of them in the acknowledgement pages of the book, but I’d like to mention a few specifically:

The entire team at Melbourne University Publishing, especially CEO Louise Adler and editor Sybil Nolan. In my view, they are currently the most exciting and provocative publisher in the country and their support for this material has been nothing short of astounding. 

Peter Manning is a rare voice in Australia’s mainstream. With his vast experience in the media, he is able to bring his critical eye over the bogus “war on terror” and its abuse of language. As he knows, Muslims have become the new Jews. 

Andrew Vincent for inviting me onto the board of Macquarie University’s Centre for Middle East and North African Studies and assisting in my appointment as an honorary associate at Macquarie University’s Department of Politics and International Relations. Unlike many so-called experts on the Middle East, Andrew is more than willing to see the region not through Washington’s eyes. I thank him for his ongoing support.
My partner, Liz, has endured an often-absent partner over the last years, but her advice, support and love has long sustained me during many difficult phases of this project. She is a woman like no other. 

Her family have also shown great generosity.

Finally, my parents Jeffrey and Violet, to whom the book is dedicated. As an only child, I have received unconditional advice, love and encouragement over the last years. My parents have taken a long and often painful political journey – the view of their friends towards this transformation has been nothing short of shameful – but they have maintained dignity throughout. I couldn’t have done this without them.

In its 2nd printing after only two weeks on the shelves, My Israel Question appears to have started many conversations around the country. I can’t ask for anything more.

Thank you.
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