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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis explores the experiences of Jewish peace activists in Sydney, Australia, who 

actively dissent from the ‘mainstream’ Jewish community by expressing criticism of the 

oppression of the Palestinian people by various Israeli governments. Although some 

literature from the United States addresses the phenomenon of the silencing of dissent in 

the Jewish community, to date there has been very little research interest in the subject 

of dissent in the Australian Jewish community.  

 

This study sought to investigate the issue of dissent in the Australian Jewish community 

by examining the experiences of Jewish peace activists within an ethno-religious 

mainstream. Respondents were drawn from two Jewish peace groups in the Sydney 

metropolitan area. Data was generated by means of a questionnaire, which was sent to 

potential respondents at the time of the initial selection process. A series of semi-

structured, in-depth interviews followed, based on those questions and subsequent 

responses.  

 

The findings reveal that peace activists included in this research feel that there exists a 

subtle expectation/constraint within the Jewish community that disallows criticism of the 

Israeli government. Indeed, the majority of respondents revealed that they have 

personally experienced some form of ‘silencing’ of their opinions and the majority of 

respondents either keep silent or avoid situations that would expose their views. 

 

This research also examines how Jewish peace activists perceive their identification as 

Jews in view of the attempts to silence their dissenting views. A majority of those 

interviewed agreed that they regard their activism as an expression of their Jewish 

identity and that they link their political stance with Jewish ethics related to justice and 

human rights. 
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PREFACE 
 
and in the beginning… 

This study has developed from my observations of a small, progressive Jewish 

congregation of which I was a member, where I experienced a tacit embargo that 

prevented me from discussing my ‘dissenting’ views of the Israel/Palestine conflict.  

This implicit proscription came in the form of subtle messages that precluded any 

critical debate or discussion of Israeli policies. For example, when I commented that 

Ariel Sharon’s walk onto the Muslim Haram al Sharif area was a provocative act, I 

received a hasty, embarrassed response of, “Oh! I don’t know about that” from one 

member of the congregation. I later discovered that this congregant did in fact have 

similar views to me, but only openly discussed these with close and trusted friends.  

 

I eventually became aware that I was silencing myself with the rationalisation that I did 

not have the right to generate tension within a friendly, close-knit group of fellow Jews. 

Sunstein (2003:29) suggests that individuals within a group often do not want to risk the 

disapproval of their friends and allies, as “sometimes they fear that they will, through 

their dissent, weaken the effectiveness and reputation of the group to which they 

belong”. On a deeply personal level, I felt both hypocritical and complicit in the silence 

of diaspora Jews regarding Israel’s efforts to maintain its occupation of the Palestinian 

territories.  Over time, my growing concerns were both for the Palestinian people and for 

my own people who were supporting a position that I believed to be antithetical to the 

values of Judaism.  

 

About the same time, I read a paper published in the Australian Journal of International 

Affairs that had a profound effect on me and on my personal struggle. The paper, entitled 

‘Defended or Reconciled Peace in Israel and Palestine’, suggested that for a real peace to 

be possible between Israelis and Palestinians in a bi-national state, an eventual process 

of ‘truth and reconciliation’ would need to occur, via:  

a ‘truth commission’ like forum, which addresses the personal legacies of the war 
and loss of both the Israelis and the Palestinians in order that both sides 
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collectively witness the lived consequences of the past 50 years and more 
(Humphrey 2000:325).  

 
I remembered that such a process had occurred in South Africa following the end of the 

Apartheid system. I decided then (in 2002) that my goal would be to live and experience 

this ‘truth and reconciliation’ process, in order to bring real peace to a tragic and 

fractured land in the Middle East. 

 

I finally made the decision to walk away from the congregation where I had felt silenced 

and sought to resolve my personal dilemma within this academic inquiry. I gave voice to 

my conflict in an article published in the Australian Jewish Democratic Society 

Newsletter (Salom 2001:13) and increased my involvement with a group of Jewish and 

Palestinian peace activists. In doing so, I enacted my position on the question of 

Israel/Palestine without disturbing the harmony of that friendly Jewish group. However, 

I take responsibility for the fact that my silence may have had the effect of being a 

‘social loss’ to that particular Jewish group. Sunstein (2003:81) refers to a phenomenon 

called ‘pluralistic ignorance’, where: 

people silence themselves not because they believe they are wrong, but because 
they do not want to face the disapproval that they think would follow from 
expressing the view they believe to be correct… assuming wrongly that others 
have a certain view. [T]his self-censorship is a serious social loss.     

 
I have frequently questioned whether I made the right decision in not sharing my views 

more openly. Perhaps if I had been more outspoken, I would have offered support to 

others struggling with the same sensitive issue. As Sunstein (2003:210) suggests, “when 

grave injustice exists, it often persists only because most people have a false impression 

of what other people think”.  Nonetheless, this study has afforded me an insight into the 

experiences of other Jewish peace activists and allowed me to contribute to an 

understanding of the Australian Jewish community and those who dissent from the 

wisdom of their ‘tribe’. 

 


