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Failed bridges
Reflections on Jewish-Arab Dialogue & the Australasian Middle East Studies Association

Phillip Mendes
Introduction
The ADC is a long-standing supporter of dialogue and has had some recent successes in that area. But unfortunately many people with good intentions are losing faith in the ability of Australian Jews and Australian Palestinians, and their supporters, to maintain effective relationships. Nowhere is this disappointment more stark than in the academic community, where ideology and rhetoric seem to have won over a genuine interest in inquiry or dialogue.
Academic Phillip Mendes is well known as a proponent of dialogue and of a two-state solution in the Middle East. In this essay he chronicles his own experience of the Australasian Middle East Studies Association. It is a disturbing article but one which needs to be confronted if we are to work towards relationships which are honest and meaningful.
Dr Philip Mendes is a Senior Lecturer in Social Policy & Community Development in the Department of Social Work, Faculty of Medicine at Monash University and co-editor with Geoffrey Brahm Levey of Jews and Australian Politics (Sussex Academic Press, 2004) Philip.Mendes@med.monash.edu.au
ADC Special Report is a forum for analysis of issues related to antisemitism and racism. Your feedback and submissions are welcome. 

Deborah Stone

ADC Research Director

researchdirector@antidef.org.au
The Israeli/Palestinian conflict has two separate but complementary manifestations within the Australian context. One is the perspective adopted on possible solutions to the conflict. The second is the networks and alliances formed within the Australian community to articulate, progress, and symbolize these views.

For over 10 years from 1987 till approximately 2001, I was active in the left-wing Australian Jewish Democratic Society. The AJDS position on the Middle East was very straightforward: a two-state solution based on the State of Israel existing roughly within the 1967 borders, and the corresponding creation of a state of Palestine within the territories of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. AJDS utilized various strategies and networks to further that objective. One of the key strategies was links with and dialogue with members of the local Palestinian and Arab. 

Central to this strategy was a concern to show the rest of the Jewish community that Jews willing to recognize Palestinian rights and aspirations would receive positive feedback from local Palestinians and Arabs. A further implicit motivation was that successful Jewish-Arab dialogue in Australia based on mutual recognition and compromise could perhaps be seen as a model for successful peace negotiations within Israel/Palestine. Other less benign motivations may also have been present. At least some AJDS members may have wanted to be recognized as “good Jews” in the Arab community, and to be applauded for their “bravery” in speaking out against the allegedly oppressive Israeli Government and its censorious apologists in Australia.

I have noted elsewhere that this strategy was not particularly successful, at least in the pre-2000 period. 
 One exception, however, appeared to be the Australasian Middle East Studies Association (AMESA), an academic association consisting of both academics teaching in Middle East Studies – some of whom were Arabs and others who were Anglo-Saxon – and members of the local Palestinian and Arab communities. 

Throughout the period of AMESA’s existence (from about 1981 onwards), Norman Rothfield and other AJDS representatives had regularly been invited to speak at AMESA conferences, and welcomed within AMESA circles. My own involvement in AMESA had perhaps been less significant, but had included presentations to two AMESA conferences, contributions to the Deakin University (and AMESA-linked) Journal of Arabic, Islamic & Middle Eastern Studies, and contributions to the AMESA Newsletter.
 

In addition, I had submitted in November 1997 (at the request of a key AMESA and Arab community figure) a witness statement to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission supporting a case by the Australian Arabic Council against the Herald & Weekly Times and Australia/Israel Publications (AIP). Briefly, the matter involved some allegedly racist anti-Arab statements made by a visiting AIP-sponsored speaker David Pryce-Jones which had been published by the Herald Sun.
 The matter was subsequently settled out of court,
 and the Australian Arabic Council thanked the author in writing for “your very honest and powerful witness statement, and all your support throughout the two year case”. I mention this in order to make the point that no one associated with AMESA would have been left with any doubts regarding my goodwill and willingness (at least at that time) to critique not only Israeli extremism, but also anti-Arab prejudice within the Jewish community. 

Not only this, but two prominent AMESA and Arab community intellectuals, Ray Jureidini and Christine Asmar, had approached me to draft a joint opinion piece on Jewish-Palestinian community relations in Australia. The article was intended to pinpoint the negatives of existing relations, and the future potential for improving relations. For example, the emphasis was to be on the common interests of Jewish and Palestinian Australians around support for multiculturalism, opposition to racism, and opposition to media and public stereotypes regarding Middle East and non-Christian religions. Plans were even made for the publication of a joint monograph on Palestinian and Jewish experiences of otherness and racism in Australia.

It should be noted that AMESA was always a highly contentious organization within the Australian Jewish community. There were two principal perspectives on AMESA. One view – held by much of the mainstream Jewish community and particularly by what is now the Australia-Israel Jewish Affairs Council (AIJAC) – was that AMESA was a hardline pro-Palestinian propagandist body which was not interested in any serious dialogue or debate with the Jewish community. 
According to this view, any Jewish involvement in AMESA was tokenistic, and would merely be disingenuously used by AMESA to deflect claims of bias. The organization was arguably beyond repair.

Another view – held obviously by AJDS and also other Jewish academics who participated in AMESA activities – was that AMESA was a broad organization which was open to significant Jewish involvement and input. For AJDS particularly, AMESA was a testing ground for the theory that Jews committed to Israeli/Palestinian peace and justice would provoke a positive response from local Palestinian and Arab intellectuals and activists. And conversely that greater Jewish participation would help to marginalize the propagandists and extremists, and ensure that AMESA acted as a genuinely impartial academic body.

My own experience within AMESA would suggest unfortunately that AIJAC were almost certainly right, and AJDS and others were wrong. In late 1998, I was invited by the President of AMESA, Christine Asmar, to contribute an article to the AMESA Newsletter exploring how AMESA might improve its relations with the Jewish community. The submitted piece made the following points: that there was at best token representation of Jews in AMESA, that there did appear to be an in-built structural bias against Jewish representation within AMESA, but that nevertheless there were different views within the Jewish community about AMESA including some interest in identifying common ground.

In order to facilitate constructive engagement, I suggested the following: that AMESA adopt for its 1999 Conference the theme of “Jewish/Arab dialogue and friendship historically and today”; that AMESA invite the Executive Council of Australian Jewry to nominate two representatives to participate in the Conference Planning Committee; that AMESA invite the Israeli Ambassador and the PNA Ambassador to co-open proceedings, that AMESA consider inviting a mainstream Israeli writer or academic as a keynote speaker; that AMESA invite the editor of the Australian Jewish News and a commensurate Arab community newspaper to speak at a joint session on Australian media presentations of Jews and Arabs, and possibilities for joint action against racist coverage; and that AMESA publicly debate the merits of electing a Jewish supporter of Israel as President within the next five years”. 

I suggested that these proposals would “probably constitute the minimum needed to convince the Jewish community that AMESA is genuinely becoming what it has always claimed publicly to be: an impartial academic body committed to encouraging Jewish/Arab dialogue and discourse, rather than to promoting the Palestinian cause, or any other narrow ideological or political agenda”.

To my surprise, AMESA chose to publish six responses to my article in the same issue without either my prior knowledge or permission. Three of the responses from Orit Shapiro, Clive Kessler and the AMESA Committee were broadly positive. However, the other three responses – from Ray Jureidini, John Docker, and Ned Curthoys – were vociferously critical. Their common concern seemed to be that my proposals would transform AMESA from a pro-Palestinian organization into potentially a pro-Israel organization. Jureidini would later inform me that he had not been told that my piece had been commissioned by AMESA, and would probably have responded very differently if he had been aware.

But Docker, a fanatical anti-Zionist Jew, was the main concern. He argued that my intention was to “intimidate, threaten and marginalize Jewish intellectuals” who did not conform to the Jewish community consensus. He claimed that my proposals would lead to the “surveillance and control of “ AMESA by Zionists who had also suppressed “debate and discussion” in the media. Similarly, his son Ned Curthoys argued that my proposal was “grotesque”, and reflected a “totalitarian vision for society” 

Both Docker and Curthoys were fully aware that their ad-hominem criticisms were not only false, but arguably defamatory. I had argued for over 15 years both within and outside the Jewish community for the legitimacy of Palestinian national aspirations, for the creation of an independent Palestinian State alongside Israel, and for a free and tolerant Jewish debate around these issues. I was the last person who could reasonably be accused of wanting to censor anyone.

But worse was to come. I wrote a relatively short, careful and arguably measured response to the six responses, pointing out the negative and positives, and trying to focus again on the desired objective of achieving better relations between AMESA and the Jewish community. My reply was critical of Docker et al, but not exceptionally so. Initially, Christine Asmar indicated that she would have to cut my letter to one page to which I reluctantly agreed. She also indicated at the same time that our proposed joint paper on Palestinian-Jewish relations would not go ahead. Too busy she claimed, but I later wondered whether she had been warned off by someone in her own community.

One month later I was informed by a new editor Aileen Keating that she had cut and rewritten (without consultation) my letter to 150 words. I subsequently wrote a protest letter to the new AMESA President, but to no avail. The organization had closed ranks, and I was purged. My experience of Jewish-Arab dialogue was over.

I subsequently discussed my experience with a number of Jewish friends and acquaintances of varying viewpoints. Peter Wertheim, the then President of the NSW Jewish Board of Deputies, was particularly sympathetic in this regard. The general consensus seemed to be that Jewish-Arab dialogue was a waste of time given that local Palestinian and Arab groups seemed to have little interest in promoting moderate and peaceful outcomes. This insight seemed to be confirmed beyond doubt by an opinion piece from a leading Australian Arabic Council figure in July 2000 virulently attacking Israeli and Jewish leftists for failing to pressure the Israeli Government to make further concessions (including on the Right of Return) at Camp David.

On a personal level, the AMESA experience convinced me of two things: that local Arabs and Palestinians (with some exceptions) were only interested in one-sided dialogue: that is talking to Jews who offered unilateral criticism of Israel, rather than criticism of both sides. Or as Shlomo Avineri has noted: that Palestinian intellectuals are simply not interested in critiquing their own policies or narrative. 
And equally that the Australian Jewish community was a far more tolerant, diverse and engaging community than I may have previously perceived it to be. [image: image2][image: image3]
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