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This book is being launched in the shadow of war and terrible killings in Israel, Lebanon and Gaza. There are those who will say that now is not the time to be talking about the strategies of the Jewish lobby in Australia and the wider world, that things are too serious for us to be concerned with these side issues. I disagree. 

The subject of Antony Lowestein’s book are campaigns here and abroad to shape the world’s attitude to ’48 and ’67, to ’73 and ’82, to the intifadas of ’87 and 2000, to the suicide bombers and the armoured bulldozers - and now alas, to the slaughter of  2006. 

AIJAC, AIPAC, the Executive Council of Australian Jewry, Jews Against the Occupation, the Zionist Federation of Australia - are lobbies working to shape public opinion on the sidelines and in the aftermath of this apparently endless violence. 

And they have every right to do that. As Colin Rubenstein argued in a letter to the Australian in June, lobbying is an integral part of democracy. So is the task Antony Lowenstein has set himself in My Israel Question – to ask what the lobbies are really about, where they get their money, who they represent, what impact they have, what strategies they employ. 

Lowenstein’s verdict – if I’ve got him right – is that the lobbyists of Australia are rougher than any in the world. He quotes Hanan Ashrawi arriving here in 2003 to find the place in uproar because she had been awarded the Sydney Peace Prize. She said: “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.”

So much of this is about the language. As the 2001 election campaign was hotting up, Colin Rubenstein delivered a huge dossier of complaints to the ABC. It was fat, it was detailed, it was angry. He accused the ABC of being “partly responsible for the continued bloodshed” of the Intifada. Rubenstein didn’t deliver the dossier himself. It came via board member Michael Kroger who asked Jonathan Shier and Max Uechtritz: “Gentleman: could you tell me what you are going to do about the clear anti-Israel bias exposed in Dr Rubenstein’s letter?”

It was only after the ABC’s internal investigation of the complaints –  a scouring of reporting by Radio News, TV News, Lateline, Late Nite Live, Radio National Breakfast, Background Briefing, Foreign Correspondent, AM, The World Today and The Religion Report – that Media Watch got hold of the Rubenstein dossier. 

As Antony reports – though it’s my description not his – the dossier was a grim joke. The ABC was birched for reporting that human kidneys harvested in Turkey were being sold in Israel. “There are many instances around the world of illegal transplant schemes,” wrote Rubenstein. “But it is indicative of Foreign Correspondent’s anti-Israel preoccupation that they focussed on this one.” Rubenstein accused Tim Palmer of bias because he called a settler a settler instead of a shepherd or an Israeli. Several of his complaints went to the ABC’s reporting of the settlements. Rubenstein accused the ABC of bias for saying the settlements were expanding whereas, in his view, they were merely experiencing “natural growth”. 

The ABC found one mistake – not entirely trivial about the location of a Sydney meeting – but no pattern of bias. Dr Rubenstein was not deterred. Within months he was campaigning against the ABC once again, this time for screening Panorama’s investigation of Israeli complicity – particularly Ariel Sharon’s complicity - in the 1982 slaughter of Palestinians in the refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila. Rubenstein called the decision to screen the Panorama documentary “about as clear a case of bias as the ABC has ever exhibited”.

And so it rolls on and on and on. The figure of Colin Rubenstein haunts this book and raises in their most personal form the questions Antony Lowenstein is pursuing in My Israel Question. What does a man like Rubenstein think he’s doing? Is he assisting or sabotaging public debate with these tactics? What can he mean when he - an employee of a privately-funded think tank that’s openly promoted the policies of Likud and Sharon in Australia for years – when he demands an end to bias on the ABC?

Let’s face this truth first: the fundamental problem we’re dealing with here isn’t Jewish, it’s human. Rubenstein is a zealot. Many Zionists are. So are many vegans and anti-abortion cardinals. They see bias everywhere because they are totally committed to their single truths. They are all alike in their dealings with the press:  they insist on their meanings, their spin. Everything else is error. Dr Rubenstein demands the ABC adopt not only his thinking but his language down to the last nuance. He wants to choose the news and write the scripts. He is a zealot in the cause. 

The public, in my view, already grasps this. Of course, once they read My Israel Question they’ll see the problem in its full, world context. But even now, they make the allowances intelligent adults make faced with the demands of zealots of all kinds – they take them with a grain of salt. Surveys show year after year, that the public is not convinced by those lobby groups in Australia that argue the press in general or the ABC in particular is biased against Israel. They don’t buy it. Nor, I reckon, is the public convinced any longer by those who smear the critics of Israel as anti-Semitic. It just doesn’t wash. 

But men like Rubenstein – and I name him only as an example, refer to My Israel Question for many others – can still convince the public that the Middle East is essentially impossible to debate except on their terms. It’s hard to silence debate in this country – though Antony has a particularly depressing picture of the timidity of SBS – but it is possible to sabotage it. My Israel Question is a handy guide to those saboteurs. They are the ones who use apocalyptic language against their opponents – the blood of the intifada being on the ABC’s hands isn’t a bad example – and they are the ones who make errors enough of their own but furiously exaggerate the impact of the mistakes their opponents make. 

Antony has been pilloried over the last few weeks for referring to “Jewish roads” in the occupied territories. Well that’s what Jews call them too. And, sure, Israeli Arabs can use those roads as well. But this is just a barrage of flak to keep the public from the point that matters here: Israel is building roads across the occupied territories that Palestinians can’t use. They are marks of permanent occupation. That so much has been made of this little point of language I take to be just another sign that the fundamental objective of the many Jewish lobbies operating around the world since 1967 is not so much selling Israel as selling the Occupation. 

Men and women like Dr Rubenstein committed to that cause, can’t set themselves up as judges of bias. It’s impossible. And yet the demand that we have fair and balanced debate here is absolutely reasonable. Indeed it’s crucial. I take the deep message of My Israel Question to be that all sides - not least those Australian Jews deeply committed to the future of Israel – have to bring the lobbies into line. 

I’m not here because I share Antony’s politics. I don’t. Nor because I endorse everything he says in this book’s packed pages. I don’t. I am honoured to launch My Israel Question because it’s about argument - the need for honest, tough, passionate and fair argument about issues that for 50 years have threatened to bring the world to war. Antony – congratulations and good luck. It’s great to be launching a book with a second printing already rolling off the presses. 

D.E.M.
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