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These two books deal in different ways with the issue of anti-semitism.  It is an issue that continues to haunt humanity and to play a critical part in the global dialogue about human rights, peace and security.  In fact, since the evidence of the Holocaust was presented to the world in 1945, revealing the size and enormity of the genocide visited on millions of Jewish victims of the Nazi regime in Europe, the puzzle as to how it could happen has hung over us all.  How it could have been perpetrated by Germans, a civilised people with a strong legal tradition, is a dilemma specially confronting for lawyers.  Every year the Holocaust and its never-ending consequences produces hundreds of books.  These are two of them.  

Jan Gross is a professor at Princeton  University.  He wrote his book to respond to a puzzle recorded in the memoirs of a Polish Jew who, with his wife, was hidden by a Polish peasant on the so-called Aryan side of Warsaw, outside the ghetto, and set free after the liberation.  The protectors and their charges drank a little glass of vodka together.  But then followed an ardent plea that the two sheltered Jews should never disclose the identity of their protectors.  The Polish peasant, it seems, knew his neighbours only too well.

The result is an exploration of Polish collaboration in the anti-Jewish policies of the German invaders.  There follows the even more disturbing tale of the ongoing violence against the pitifully small Jewish community that survived and attempted to rebuild a life for itself in post-war communist Poland.


The book opens with a description of the organised killing of 90% of the 3.5 million Jews who had lived in Poland before the war.  Many did not make it to the concentration camps.  They were simply shot in ravines between townships, the German soldiers energetically assisted by Polish police.  


Poland's geographic misfortune was worsened by the conduct and strategies of the Soviet Red Army.  But when the communist-led government took power after the war, there was at least a hope that the ostensible secularism of the new order would come down hard on any resurgence of anti-semitic violence.  


The task that Gross undertakes is to explain the pogroms that broke out in Kraków in August 1945 and Kielche in July 1946, which the communist leadership failed to redress.  The basic reason that Gross offers for the official indifference and local popular violence is the deep well of animosity towards of the Jews that lay in the hearts of many of the Polish population.  


As recounted by Gross, the Catholic hierarchy in Poland, with a few notable exceptions, failed to condemn the pogroms.  Instead, the Church even suggested that anger against Jews was understandable, given the number of Jews amongst the post-war communist leadership.  Where a clear moral instruction was called for it was not forthcoming.  Although, in fact, the Jews were only a tiny minority in the communist leadership, the politics of the matter plunged the government and its officials into passive acceptance of group and individual violence.


Antony Loewenstein's book is very different.  It devotes a chapter to the "problem of anti-semitism".  However, its purpose is to explore a different and more recent question.  Loewenstein is a young Australian journalist of Jewish background.  His chief professed concern is the declining independence of the media in Australia.  He attributes this to many factors, including political pressure, attacks on the public broadcasters, difficulties in securing access to information, concentration of media power and the law governing the media. 


However, the chief focus of Loewenstein's concern is what he sees as intolerance on the part of a powerful Zionist Jewish lobby in Australia preventing adequate opportunities to voice the viewpoint and suffering of the Palestinian people and to explore how the "Middle East conflict" might be resolved peacefully and justly to all concerned.


According to Loewenstein, he was radicalised by the controversy that broke out in 2003 where Hanan Ashrawi, an articulate Christian women who served for a time in Yasser Arafat's Palestinian cabinet, was awarded the Sydney Peace Prize.  Loewenstein describes the pressure that was imposed on then Premier, Bob Carr, not to present the Prize.  Carr did not waver.  But one by one the sponsors of the Prize withdrew from involvement.  Loewenstein suggests that this was because of bullying and aggressive tactics of 'the Zionist lobby'. 


For his stand on this issue, Loewenstein suffered family and community abuse which he describes in some detail.  It is an admirable feature of the world-wide Jewish culture that there are similar voices, questioning aspects of modern Zionism and criticising the pressure it allegedly applies to the Western world's media and politicians.


Perhaps Loewenstein's book would have been more powerful if he had sought to come to grips with the fear of extinction that has gripped the State of Israel since its creation and the trust it has placed in military solutions so as to put a repetition of annihilation beyond risk.  Loewenstein yearns for a return to the romantic socialist values of the early Israel.  He sees this as having been replaced, in recent decades, by an influx of migrants from Russia and Eastern Europe whose sufferings over centuries are so vividly described by Jan Gross. 

Loewenstein's fundamental point is that, only in conditions of honest dialogue and negotiation will both Israel and Palestine achieve safety and security.  He declares:  'Neither side has a monopoly of suffering, but only one party has the power to end the occupation and to recognise that Israel and Palestine are historically destined to share the same homeland".  

Loewenstein's book is marred by bad spelling errors.  One is a mis-spelling of the name of Prime Minister Curtin.  The other, astonishingly, is the mis-spelling of the name of former Chief Justice and Governor-General, Sir Isaac Isaacs - one of Australia's greatest Jewish citizens.

Nonetheless the book carries a powerful appeal:  'At a time when government spin has never been more furious, we need fearless journalists and executives who believe in the tried and true principle of journalistic inquisitiveness'.  Every lawyer knows that it is only by hearing both sides that there is any chance of arriving at the truth.  These are two books lawyers should read and think about.
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