
When something
is broken, you

try to fix it

An optimist waits
for dust to settle

LUNCH WITH
NAOMI CHAZAN

Step into the ring with Naomi Chazan and you’re likely to get bloodied.
The outspoken Israeli realist talks to Jason Koutsoukis.
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T he avowedly liberal Israeli
professor and former par-
liamentarian Naomi
Chazan pauses between

bites at a popular Jerusalem cafe
this week to take aim at her anti-
podean Jewish critics.

“Listen,” says Chazan, who
begins a week-long visit to Australia
today. “I have served my country, I
love my country, and it’s because I
care so much for its future that I do
what I do.”

President of the New Israel Fund
since 2005, Chazan oversees the dis-
tribution of tens of millions of dol-
lars each year to more than 150
community organisations and
human rights groups in Israel.

“Some are arts and theatre
groups, some promote action on the
environment, and, yes, some are
fiercely critical of Israeli govern-
ment policy, but that’s what living in
a democracy is all about,” she says.

On the eve of a planned visit to
Australia in May last year, Chazan
was ambushed by a study compiled
by the Zionist youth movement Im
Tirtzu. It accused the New Israel
Fund of indirectly contributing to
the Goldstone Report – a United
Nations investigation of Israel’s
conduct of the 2009 war in Gaza by
South African Judge Richard Gold-
stone that held Israeli troops
responsible for war crimes.

According to Im Tirtzu, 92 per
cent of the quotes hostile to Israel
contained in the Goldstone report
came from NGOs funded by the New
Israel Fund.

The report provoked uproar in
Israel as right-wing politicians
climbed over each other to pour
scorn on Chazan and the NIF, link-
ing her to an international cam-
paign to de-legitimise the State of
Israel and proposing a raft of laws
that would restrict the NIF’s ability
to source overseas donations totall-
ing more than $30 million a year.

Im Tirtzu’s organisers were soon
leading rallies of several hundred
students outside Chazan’s Jerusa-
lem apartment, shouting accusa-
tions of treason.

The campaign quickly spread to
Australia, where the Zionist Council
of Victoria president, Danny Lamm,
rushed to denounce Chazan, first in
The Jerusalem Post and sub-
sequently in the Herald.

“The NIF funds organisations
whose raison d’être seems to be
inconsistent with our Zionist move-
ment’s support for Israel . . . we find
her association with the New Israel
Fund intolerable,” Lamm told the
Herald at the time.

Chazan decided to cancel her trip.
“That [Im Tirtzu] report was

totally baseless, but I’m not in the
habit of turning up to parties with-
out a personal invitation,” says
Chazan. “But that was then. Now,
I’m very much looking forward to
visiting Australia again.”

Yet the suggestion that she had in
some way betrayed her country
through her association with the
New Israel Fund and was somehow
an enemy of Zionism still provokes a
snort of derision from the 64-year-
old mother of two.

“I was born and bred in this town,
I have lived in this country for most
of my life, I’ve earned the right to
speak about this country’s future,”
says Chazan.

“And,” she adds, marvelling at the
chutzpah of Australian Jews who
can question her own patriotism yet
don’t have the courage of their con-
victions to live in Israel, “I only have
one passport. I could have had oth-
ers, let me tell you.’’

The charge against Chazan of a
lack of patriotism is further dimin-
ished by the weight of Chazan’s fam-
ily heritage.

Born in London, her father Avra-
ham Harman migrated to then
British Mandate Palestine in 1938
after completing a law degree at
Oxford University.

Harman was appointed Israel’s
ambassador to the United States in
1959, returning to Israel in 1968 to
lead Israel’s most prestigious aca-
demic institution, the Hebrew Uni-
versity of Jerusalem, where Chazan
herself later earned her doctorate in
political science.

Chazan’s mother, Zina Harman, a
graduate of the London School of
Economics, migrated to Palestine in
1940, also serving later as diplomat
and senior civil servant before being
elected to the Knesset in 1969.

“I was brought up by parents who
taught me that when you see some-
thing unjust, you fight it. When
something is broken, you try to fix
it,” says Chazan.

“What I intend on doing now is
keep widening the net of discussion

about Israel, standing up for the
issues of social justice, of equality, of
pluralism and tolerance; you know,
all the things that are written in
Israel’s declaration of independence
for anyone who needs reminding.”

Instead of keeping faith with the
principles outlined in that document,
Chazan despairs at the growing inab-

ility of Israeli society – and a sizeable
chunk of the Jewish diaspora – to
recognise the value of dissent.

“Democracies are not just about
majorities, because if the minority
can’t speak without fear of intimid-
ation, we’re not a democracy any-
more.”

Far from being deterred from

speaking out on Israel’s occupation
of the West Bank and East Jerusalem,
its economic blockade of the Gaza
Strip, and the present Israeli govern-
ment’s inflexibility on the key issues
that would enable the creation of a
sovereign Palestinian state, Chazan
believes that the worst thing she
could do would be to remain silent.

“The simple reality is that we,
Israel, cannot remain democratic
when 4.5 million Palestinians under
our control live without basic civil
rights. That’s the truth. It’s not only
very bad for the Palestinians, it’s
catastrophic for Israel.”

If the disastrous reality of Israel’s
colonial enterprise in the occupied
territories is not enough to force
action on the part of the Israeli gov-
ernment, argues Chazan, then the
onrush of revolution sweeping the
Arab world should make the case
even more compelling.

“The Middle East is changing
before our eyes and soon enough
the dust will settle. There will be
elections in Tunisia and Egypt, there
will eventually be elections in Syria,
Yemen and Libya. We are in a period

of transition that is moulding the
future of the Middle East and we
cannot divorce ourselves from that.”

With the Palestinian leadership
now turning away from the United
States as a stewardship of the peace
process, seeking instead the recogni-
tion of a Palestinian state through
the General Assembly of the United
Nations in September, Chazan warns
against such a course of action.

“Everyone acknowledges that
they would prefer a negotiated set-
tlement. President Obama says it,
the French government have just
said it, the other EU leaders say it,
[Palestinian Authority President]
Abu Mazen says it, even Bibi [Netan-
yahu] says it. We need to act now
before it’s too late.”

When Chazan cast her first ballot in
an Israeli general election, the year
was 1969 and her vote was for Labor
Party icon Golda Meir. Almost two
years after Israeli troops overran the
combined forces marshalled by
Egypt’s Arab-nationalist President
Gamal Abdel Nasser, taking posses-
sion of the kidney-shaped piece of
territory known as the West Bank,
Chazan had only a faint inkling then
of the folly of occupation.

When Meir’s prime ministership
collapsed in the wake of the Yom
Kippur war of 1973, Chazan had
grown disillusioned with Labor and
began to look for alternatives.

In 1979 she co-authored the first
pamphlet for the then fledgling
NGO Peace Now, suggesting that
“within 20 years” there could be as
many as 100,000 Jewish settlers liv-
ing in the West Bank.

Today there are about 300,000 set-
tlers spread the length and breadth of
the West Bank, plus another 200,00
living in East Jerusalem.

“Instead of looking for ways to get
out of the West Bank, we are busy
making things worse for ourselves.
Not just there either. There are more
than 20 separate bills before the
Knesset that would limit civil
freedoms, create more unequal rela-
tions between Jews and Arabs, and
smack of limiting freedom of speech.”

Elected to the Knesset in 1992 as a
member of the social justice Meretz,
where she served until losing her
seat in the 2003 elections that saw
Israeli voters turn sharply to the
right with the country in the midst
of the second Palestinian uprising,
Chazan finds it ironic that her critics
today benefit from much of the
legislation she helped to pass.

“Do I remain optimistic? Of
course I do, I’m Israeli after all,” she
laughs. “The weakness of the left in
the Knesset worries me, the vacuum
in civil society worries me, but I’m a
born optimist. That’s why I’m not
sitting at home doing nothing.”

A firm believer in the so-called two-
state solution to the Israel-
Palestinian conflict that would see
Israel withdraw to its 1967 borders,
Chazan sees the faint dawn of an
awakening.

“It’s going on all around us. People
are beginning to understand that the
capacity to change is in their own
hands. Life has taught me that what
most people want is to live a normal
life. The time for that has come.”

Naomi Chazan will be on a panel at
the Sydney Opera House on June 19
to discuss ‘‘Israel and Palestine in
the new Middle East’’.
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Life and times
� Born November 1946
� Father was Israeli ambassador to

the US in 1959
� Mother was member of Knesset

1969-1974
� PhD from Hebrew University of

Jerusalem
� Member of Knesset 1992–2003
� Deputy Speaker of Knesset in

1996
� Wrote and edited eight books
� President of the New Israel Fund

since 2008


